Retention of Black students at a predominantly White university : an in-depth qualitative approach. by Burton, Blossom A.
University of Massachusetts Amherst
ScholarWorks@UMass Amherst
Doctoral Dissertations 1896 - February 2014
1-1-1993
Retention of Black students at a predominantly
White university : an in-depth qualitative approach.
Blossom A. Burton
University of Massachusetts Amherst
Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarworks.umass.edu/dissertations_1
This Open Access Dissertation is brought to you for free and open access by ScholarWorks@UMass Amherst. It has been accepted for inclusion in
Doctoral Dissertations 1896 - February 2014 by an authorized administrator of ScholarWorks@UMass Amherst. For more information, please contact
scholarworks@library.umass.edu.
Recommended Citation
Burton, Blossom A., "Retention of Black students at a predominantly White university : an in-depth qualitative approach." (1993).
Doctoral Dissertations 1896 - February 2014. 4961.
https://scholarworks.umass.edu/dissertations_1/4961

RETENTION OF BLACK STUDENTS 
AT A PREDOMINANTLY WHITE UNIVERSITY: 
AN IN-DEPTH QUALITATIVE APPROACH 
A Dissertation Presented 
by 
BLOSSOM A. BURTON 
Submitted to the Graduate School of the 
University of Massachusetts in partial fulfillment 
of the requirements for the degree of 
DOCTOR OF EDUCATION 
May 1993 
School of Education 
© Copyright by Blossom A. Burton 1993 
All Rights Reserved 
RETENTION OF BLACK STUDENTS 
AT A PREDOMINANTLY WHITE UNIVERSITY: 
AN IN-DEPTH QUALITATIVE APPROACH 
A Dissertation Presented 
by 
BLOSSOM A. BURTON 
Approved as to style and content by: 
[iron A. (Jentry, Chair 
Robert R. Wellman, Member 
Frederick C. Tillis, Member 
alley W. Jackson, Dean 
School of Education 
To 
My Family, 
whose love and support made this study possible. 
ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 
The conceptualization of and research for this dissertation could 
not have been possible without the support and assistance of very special 
and committed individuals. I would like to express my sincere thanks and 
appreciation to Dr. Atron A. Gentry, who served as chair of my 
committee, advisor, and mentor in my graduate program. His 
knowledge, motivation, guidance, encouragement, and continual support 
throughout the years has been instrumental in the completion of my goals. 
Profound thanks are also extended to the other members of my 
dissertation committee, Dr. Robert R. Wellman and Dr. Frederick C. 
Tillis, for their valuable contribution to the completion of this 
dissertation. 
I would like to express my gratitude to those individuals who were 
crucial to the completion of this study. Thanks go out to the students who 
took part in this study for openly sharing their feelings. 
A special expression of thanks and appreciation is extended to Dr. 
Evon Walters for his endless emotional support and encouragement. His 
friendship was a major source of inspiration and strength during the 
difficult as well as rewarding times. 
Sincere thanks and appreciation go to the following people for their 
friendship, encouragement, and support: Cheryl White, Dr. Wayne 
Millette, Dr. Gray Malaney, Nancy Kaminski, and my editor, Ellen 
LaFleche. 
Finally, and most importantly, I would like to thank my family, to 
whom this dissertation is dedicated. They were invariably supportive and 
encouraging throughout the years of my education. Special thanks are 
extended to my mother, Mrs. Gloria Burton; my father, Mr. Trevor 
Burton; my sister, Mrs. Joan Powell; and my godmother, Ms Bermil 
Roache, for their love, support, encouragement, and belief in me. 
VI 
ABSTRACT 
RETENTION OF BLACK STUDENTS 
AT A PREDOMINANTLY WHITE UNIVERSITY: 
AN IN-DEPTH QUALITATIVE APPROACH 
MAY 1993 
BLOSSOM BURTON 
B.A., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS 
M.ED., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS 
Ed.D., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS 
Directed by Professor Atron A. Gentry 
This study investigates factors affecting Black students' retention 
rates at predominantly White institutions. It examines Black 
undergraduate students' experiences and perceptions of their college 
environment and determines factors in that environment, which influence 
persistence and withdrawal behaviors. Data were obtained by conducting 
focus group interviews with Black undergraduate students of varying age, 
gender, and academic status at a predominantly White institution. The 
participants were randomly selected from the undergraduate student body 
at the University of Massachusetts at Amherst. 
The students reported having had average expectations before 
entering the University; however, their experiences fell far below their 
expectations. They experienced vast amounts of stereotyping and 
discrimination from White faculty and staff; they had limited social 
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activities; they often felt unsafe at the University; they encountered 
continual negative interactions with University law enforcement officers; 
and they had feelings of not belonging. 
Consistent with other quantitative studies examining factors 
affecting Black students' retention rates at predominantly White 
institutions, this study identifies racial stereotyping and discrimination, 
feelings of not being safe, a lack of social integration and feelings of 
isolation to be important factors influencing a Black student's decision to 
withdraw. Students felt that the presence of and interaction with minority 
faculty and staff were crucial to their academic success at the University. 
Therefore, a lack of Black faculty presence is a factor encouraging the 
attrition of Black students at a predominantly White institution. 
The following suggestions are recommended to improve the 
climate for Black students at the University: institute diversity training 
and classes for White faculty, staff, students and the campus police; 
introduce the presence of committed mentors and role models of Black 
and White faculty; make efforts to combat racial harassment and 
discrimination at all levels of these institutions. Fighting discrimination 
will help to foster a better environment for Black students, an 
environment in which they will feel motivated to persist in their efforts 
towards obtaining their academic goals. 
Vlll 
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Statement of the Problem 
The problem of low Black student participation in higher education 
is alarming. The results of a 1988 report by The Commission on 
Minority Participation In Education and American Life, One Third of a 
Nation, suggest that America is moving backward - not forward - in its 
efforts to achieve the full participation of Black and other minority 
students in our nation's schools, colleges and universities. The report 
concludes that Black students continue to earn their undergraduate 
degrees at rates significantly lower than Whites. Blacks comprised about 
9% of all undergraduate students in 1984-1985 but received only 6% of 
the baccalaureates. Whites, however, accounted for 80% of 
undergraduate enrollment and received 85% of the baccalaureate degrees. 
Brown (1987) revealed that a disproportionate number of Black, 
Hispanic and American students are dropping out of four-year 
universities and colleges. Blacks students are dropping out at a rate of 
30.8%, Hispanic students at a rate of 28.3%, Native American students at 
a rate of 27.6%, White students at a rate of 25.7% and Asian American 
students at a rate of 17.6%. She found that Black students have a higher 
dropout rate than their peers, and appear to be at greater risk for failing 
to earn a bachelor's degree. 
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A major barrier to Black student degree attainment is the inability of 
colleges and universities to attract and retain them. This problem appears 
to be more serious at predominantly White institutions. Beckman (1988) 
contends that this is because these institutions fail to meet the needs of 
many of their Black and other minority students. He states that: 
White colleges seem to have rejected the notion that 
black and other minority students indeed have special 
needs, which if not addressed, will leave them unable 
to successfully meet the university's academic 
demands. [Beckman 1988, p. 75] 
Previous retention research has emphasized the increasing problem 
of low Black retention rates at predominantly White colleges and 
universities (Allen 1986; Noel 1978; Smith 1981). Allen (1986) points 
out that while three-fourths of all Black students in college currently 
attend predominantly White universities and colleges, many of these 
students are leaving campus before they graduate. For example, a study 
comparing White and Black students at six predominantly White southern 
or border universities showed that Black students tend to have higher 
annual and five-year attrition rates than White students (Nettles, Gosman, 
Thoeny & Dandridge, 1985). 
In their article, Minorities in Higher Education: Confronting a 
Time Bomb. Wilson and Justiz (1988) suggest that progress toward full 
participation of minorities in higher education has become distressingly 
stalled. They also acknowledge that although high school graduation rates 
for all racial and ethnic groups have risen, the college-bound rates for 
minorities have risen only slightly since 1976, and in the case of Black 
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students, have actually declined. They state that if the problem of 
declining minority participation is not addressed, there will be serious 
repercussions for future generations of Americans. They believe that: 
We risk developing an educational and economic 
underclass whose contribution to society will be 
limited and whose dependency on others will grow. 
We also risk creating a culture and an economy that 
ignores the talents of a large number of its citizens. 
[Wilson and Justiz 1988, p. 9] 
In a report published by The American Council on Education, these 
concerns regarding minority progress in higher education are reiterated. 
The Council reports that: 
Recruiting and retaining minority undergraduates are 
essential to ensuring equity for minority citizens and to 
improving the learning environment for all students. 
A college degree provides increased employment 
opportunity as well as enhanced social standing. 
Anything less than full access for all citizens is clearly 
unjust. Equally important is the impact of a 
homogeneous campus on all students; an educational 
experience that does not reflect the pluralism of our 
country and the importance of minority individuals 
and cultures is simply deficient. [American Council on 
Education 1989, p. 29] 
In addressing these concerns, Mow and Nettles (1990) observed 
that over the past decade, minority groups other than Blacks have made 
some strides in higher education. They found that Blacks are losing 
ground on several measures compared to their White peers. Black 
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students are consistently found to withdraw from college at higher rates, 
and to attain baccalaureate degrees at appreciably lower rates than their 
White peers. Smith (1981) concludes that this problem is more severe at 
predominantly White institutions. He contends that many Black students 
leave predominantly White institutions because the environment is not 
conducive to their personal growth and development. They encounter an 
environment in which nobody seems to care. As a result, they often feel 
alienated. They may feel that there is no real commitment to educate 
them, to counsel them, to empathize with them as human beings. Many 
Black students find themselves in what feels like a foreign environment. 
As stated by a student at the University of Massachusetts in a preliminary 
interview: 
I am the only Black person in my department. 
Because of this I had a difficult time finding another 
student to study and connect with. There was also no 
faculty of color in my department and this generated a 
feeling of being alone. [Burton, 1992] 
Black students at predominantly White institutions frequently 
express these feelings of isolation, alienation and sense of not belonging. 
Shingles (1979) affirms that for these reasons, it is not difficult to 
understand why such a high percentage of Black students ultimately leave 
these institutions. This supports the findings of Pounds (1987), who notes 
that Black students receive mixed messages from predominantly White 
universities: "As a result, while they enter with positive aspirations, they 
too often depart prematurely, without a degree, and having felt alone and 
alienated" [Pounds 1987, p. 36]. 
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Allen (1986) also notes that Black students' academic achievements 
suffer because of the difficulties of adjusting to the foreign environment 
presented by White universities. The distinctive characteristics and 
unique adjustment difficulties of Black students make achieving academic 
success much more difficult for them than for their White classmates. 
The typical transition difficulties of first-year college students, such as 
overcoming weak academic backgrounds and feelings of alienation, are 
often amplified for Black students. This problem is highlighted by 
Malaney and Shively (1992) in a study of first-year students at the 
University of Massachusetts at Amherst. Their study investigated how 
well students' expectations were met by their actual experiences. They 
found that in comparison to their classmates, Black students at the 
University were more dissatisfied with the overall university community 
due to negative race-related experiences at the institution. The following 
questions were asked to students participating in the Malaney and Shively 
study: 
1. Did the University make an adequate effort to make them feel 
comfortable? 
Depending upon the racial group, there were significant differences 
in students' reported levels of comfort. For example, 93.2% of 
Asian students felt adequate efforts were made, as did 90.9% of 
Hispanics and 90.8% of Whites. Black students at 73.5% were far 
less likely to feel that the University's efforts to make them feel 
comfortable were adequate. 
2. When asked about their feelings of safety, Black students were 
significantly more likely to say that they felt unsafe. Compare 
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Black rates of 36.3%, with Hispanic students at 23.9%, White 
students at 18.5%, and Asians at 16.9%. 
3. When asked how difficult it was for them to make friends, 23.5% 
of the Black students expressed difficulty, as did 22.5% of Asian 
students, 17.8% of Hispanic students and 16.7% of White students. 
4. When asked if they had experienced, witnessed, or heard about 
racial harassment or discrimination at UMass, 23.2% of the Black 
students said they experienced racial harassment or discrimination, 
as did 16.4% of Hispanic students, 7.7% of Asian students, and 
7.7% of White students. 
5. Finally, when asked how confident they were in the University's 
ability to respond effectively to specific incidents of racial and 
ethnic harassment, Black students at 46.3% were the most likely to 
say they were not confident. In contrast, 29% of Hispanic students, 
35.1% of Asian students, and 18.9% of White students said they 
were not confident. 
Results of the Malaney and Shively study support previous findings 
that identify problems associated with Blacks and other minority students. 
The results also indicate the link between race and students' feelings of 
integration into the University. 
In a study that focused on attrition and withdrawal behaviors, 
Abatso (1982) found that a student's academic achievement is not the only 
variable influencing his/her attrition rate. She maintains that there is a 
higher-than-predicted attrition rate among academically successful college 
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students. Therefore, some cases of dropping out must be attributed to 
non-academic factors. She thus argues that interaction between the 
student and the social climate is of great importance. The individual's 
perception of his/her integration into the social aspect of the university is 
directly related to his/her persistence toward graduation. Black students' 
perception of the college social environment is often one of alienation. 
According to Allen (1986), many Black students at predominantly White 
colleges often find it necessary to create their own social and cultural 
network to compensate for the wider university community. On White 
campuses, the ability of Black students to generate their own social 
activities, and other supportive networks, is limited by a scarcity of 
numbers. A poor pattern of interaction between Black students and the 
academic/social system of the university is one important factor in the 
high attrition rates of Black college students. 
* In an effort to identify the factors that contribute to the high 
attrition rates of Black students on predominantly White campuses, this 
study explores factors that affect Black students, and contribute to their 
eventual graduation or dropping out. It examines the relationship 
between the students' experiences on campus and their retention rates, 
with a focus on the degree to which the students felt they were a part of 
the university community. • This research addresses the following 
questions: What are some of the existing problems for Black students on 
predominantly White campuses, and what are some possible strategies for 
increasing their retention rates? It examines the knowledge/thoughts that 
Black students have about their college environment (e.g., professors, 
classes, campus community). 
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Significance of the Study 
The differences in retention rates of Black and White college 
students indicate that subsequent studies are necessary to increase our 
understanding of this problem. The need for this information is the 
primary motivation for this study. As asserted by Allen (1981): 
For without a clear understanding of the factors and 
relationships that combine to perpetuate black 
disadvantage in institutions of higher education, efforts 
to correct the problematic experiences and outcomes 
cited above will be doomed to failure. [Allen 1981, p. 
2] 
Review of significant literature has revealed that many of the 
sociological and psychological factors affecting attrition have been widely 
researched. But very limited information can be found explaining why 
some Black students stay and others leave their specific institutions. 
(Abatso 1982; Gibbs 1975; Pfeifer & Sedlacek 1974; Ruffin, 1988 ) 
Chambers (1991) asserts: 
It is important to know that Black students have higher 
attrition and retention rates than Whites, but it is 
equally important, if not more important to know why 
this comes about. [Chambers 1991, p. 167] 
He also notes that it is important for: 
...each institution to examine their own attrition and 
retention situation, or perform their own study. With 
this specific data, the institution may begin to address 
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the areas of greatest need for their students. [Chambers 
1991, p. 167] 
This study contributes to the existing body of research on the 
continuing problem of low retention rates of Black students at 
predominantly White institutions. It identifies the existing problem, and 
suggests strategies to decrease attrition and to increase retention for Black 
students at predominantly White institutions. It examines Black college 
students' perceptions of their environment in relation to its ability to 
support and nurture their academic growth. More specifically, it 
determines factors in the community that influence and affect 
persistence/withdrawal behaviors. Martin (1990) notes that despite 
attrition differences between Black and White students, the college 
withdrawal behaviors of Black students have been inadequately addressed 
by research. Abatso (1982) states: 
It appeared clear that in light of the present state of 
research in this area that what was needed was a study 
designed to look not only at those who drop out but 
also those who overcome handicaps, persist and 
continue in higher education. [Abatso 1982, p. 4] 
Specifically, This study will address following research questions 
posed to eight randomly selected Black undergraduate students at the 
University of Massachusetts at Amherst who participate in the focus 
group interviews. These students varied in class year, age, and academic 
status. 
1. Describe your experience as a Black student on a predominantly 
White campus. 
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2. What effects has the campus environment had on your academic 
performance? 
3. Describe the social and academic climate at UMass. 
4. Do you take part in the social activities on campus? 
5. How have University faculty impacted your academic experience at 
UMass? 
6. What personal interactions on campus have had a significant effect 
on you, either positively or negatively? 
7. Have you ever considered leaving the University? What factors 
influenced your decision to stay or to go? 
In addition, at the beginning of the interview session, students were 
asked to respond (1--"Strongly Disagree"; 2—"Disagree"; 3-"Slightly 
Disagree"; 4—"Slightly Agree"; 5~"Agree"; 6—"Strongly Agree") to the 
following statements: 
1. I feel that I am learning and growing on this campus. 
2. My experience at UMass has been positive. 
3. My experience at UMass has been negative. 
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4. I feel valued as a person at this University. 
The need for this study is demonstrated by the lack of success of 
past programs to increase the retention rates of Blacks at predominantly 
White institutions. This study identifies factors that affect the academic 
achievement of Black students. It provides a much needed qualitative 
investigation into the factors in the college community that influence and 
affect persistence or withdrawal behaviors. 
Definition of Terms 
The following glossary of terms was developed to insure the 
readers' understanding of the way in which terms were used throughout 
the study: 
ALANA: African American, Latino, Asian American, and Native 
American. A term used to address a diverse group of individuals. 
Attrition: A decrease in a college's overall student enrollment as a 
result of transfers or dropouts (Astin, 1975). 
BCP: Bilingual Collegiate Program. An academic support 
program that serves Hispanic and other bilingual minority students. 
CCEBMS: Committee for the Collegiate Education of Black and 
other minority Students. An academic support program at UMass that 
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serves Black, North American Indian, Asian American, White and other 
minority students. 
College Dropout: A student who leaves college for any period of 
time regardless of reason, and who does not obtain his or her degree at 
the same time as the class in which she or he was enrolled. (Tinto, 1975) 
College Environment: Institutional characteristics (administrators, 
faculty, students, college size) that are likely to have some impact on 
students' development. Such institutional characteristics constitute a 
potential stimulus for the student which can result in a lasting or 
permanent change in the student's experience or behavior. (Astin, 1968) 
Mentoring Support: A caring, nurturing attitude on the part of the 
faculty, staff, and counselors, which motivates and encourages students. 
Persistence: The completion of a four-year bachelor's degree 
within four years of entrance into the university. 
Predominantly White College: A four-year college or university 
where the enrollment of full-time students who are classified as White 
exceeds 50% of the total student body. 
Retention: The continuous enrollment of a Black student in a 
college or university; a student who has entered an institution and who 
successfully completes an academic program. 
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Withdrawal: The process in which a student officially leaves an 
institution. 
X: Malcolm X Center. A university cultural center where social, 
and educational programs take place. 
Limitations of Study 
This study explored factors related to Black retention and academic 
achievement at a single institution of higher learning. Previous studies in 
this area are limited. It is a relatively new area of research, and 
significant data are only now beginning to emerge. Therefore, the 
factors cited as being significant to Black students' academic success and 
retention may be specific to the university being evaluated. The 
individual feelings and perceptions of the students involved may or may 
not be confined to their respective university. 
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CHAPTER 2 
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 
Theoretical Approach: 
Bandura's Social Cognitive Theory 
There is now a questioning of the theoretical models that have been 
used to research Black student achievement. Many of these models give 
inadequate attention to individual characteristics resulting from 
differences in ethnic and social backgrounds. The categorization "Black" 
includes students who are African, Caribbean, American, Cape Verdean, 
etc. Tinto (1982) asserts that theoretical models dealing with Black 
student dropout rates need to acknowledge the variances in attainment 
patterns among Black students of different ethnic and social status 
backgrounds. Mow and Nettles (1990) assert: 
Another limitation of current research on minority 
college students is the absence of a coherent theoretical 
framework that guides the research and helps explain 
the complex array of factors influencing minority 
students' college access, persistence and 
performance." [Mow and Nettles 1990, p. 89] 
This study uses Bandura's interaction theory to examine the 
student-institutional relationship between some Black college students and 
their predominantly White college environment. 
Bandura's theory of person-environment interaction provides a set 
of assumptions for explaining a person-environment relationship. This 
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theory views the relationship between the person and the environment as 
a reciprocal one, each a determinate of the other. He suggests that 
through action, people produce environmental conditions. In turn, these 
conditions affect behavior in a reciprocal manner. Behavior also 
generates experiences that have significant effects on a person and hence, 
on their subsequent behavior. 
Bandura (1977) posits a social-cognitive model. Behavioral, 
cognitive, personal, and environmental influences operate interactively as 
determinants of each other to effectuate expectancy outcomes. Martin 
(1990) notes that a person's experiences, thoughts, and feelings affect his 
or her behavior and responses to the environment. Thus, this interactive 
relationship between thought and action is vital to understanding the 
person-environment relationship. Bandura (cited in Martin, 1990) states: 
People do not simply react to stimulus events. They 
interpret events and organize the information derived 
from events into beliefs about what led to what. 
Causal belief, in turn, affects which dimensions of 
environmental effects are attended to. How this 
attended information is cognitively interpreted and 
retained leads to expectancy outcome behaviors. In a 
social cognitive view, contingent experiences create 
expectations on beliefs, rather than stimulus response 
associations. [Martin 1990, p. 9] 
This study provides a social cognitive analysis by applying 
Bandura's theory to Black students’ experiences on White campuses, and 
their cognitive processing of environmental events. Martin (1990) points 
out the relevance of applying Bandura's theory to this kind of research: 
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What the student perceives and retains from the 
environment is either confirmed or refuted by 
mechanisms in the environment. It is through this 
combination of retention knowledge and feedback 
influences that Black students begin to integrate into 
interdependent and/or independent sectors of the 
college environment. The eventual, resultant behavior 
of persistence or dropout for Black college students is 
a function of these determinant factors. [Martin 1990, 
P-9] 
Black Students' Enrollment Trends 
Over the past decade Blacks have not made significant strides in 
higher education. Mow and Nettles (1990) note that since 1980 their 
college enrollments have steadily declined. They state that Black 
undergraduate students in 1986 comprised 9.2% of the total enrollment, 
down from 10.2% in 1976. White student enrollment dropped from 81% 
to 77.8% in the same period. Asian and Hispanic students increased their 
enrollment by 2% each during the same period. 
Mow and Nettles (1990) also note that in comparison to their White 
peers, Blacks are losing ground on several counts. Black students 
continue to be less likely than Whites to receive a college degree. They 
note that in 1987, 25.1% of Whites aged 25 to 34 had completed four or 
more years of college compared with only 12.3% of Blacks in the same 
age group. In 1982, among high school graduates who entered college, 
71% of Black students left by 1986 without attaining baccalaureate 
degrees, compared to 55% of their White peers. In 1987, Blacks made 
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up 9.2% of total college enrollment, but received only 8.2% of the 
associate degrees and 6.5% of the baccalaureates. By contrast, White 
students comprised 77.8% of total enrollment and received 82.9% of the 
associate and 84.2% of the bachelor's degrees. Overall, Black students 
continue to be underrepresented in higher education. They are more 
likely to drop out and, therefore, are even less adequately represented 
among degree recipients. 
This study examines factors affecting the retention and attrition 
rates of Black undergraduate students at the University of Massachusetts. 
Even though efforts have been made in recent years to reverse the decline 
in Black student enrollment, Black students are still leaving the University 
at an unacceptable rate. 
Various studies conducted at the University of Massachusetts show 
an alarming trend in the attrition rates of Black students there. Research 
conducted by the Office of Institutional Research and Planning (OIRP) in 
1989 focused on ten semesters of retention and attrition rates among 
students entering in the fall of 1982 and 1983. The researchers found 
that in comparison to their White and Asian classmates. Black and 
Hispanic students did not find academic success at the University. Fewer 
than one in three had graduated after ten semesters - half the rate for 
White and Asian students. 
The overall graduation rate for White students was 59%, the rate 
for Asian students was 56%, the rate for Hispanic students was 30%, and 
the graduation rate for Blacks was 28%. The percentage of Black 
students who remained at the University until graduation was less than 
half the graduation rate of their White classmates. 
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In 1987, researchers at the University of Massachusetts Student 
Affairs Research and Systems (SARIS) Office generated a campus-wide 
report on attrition and retention. They found that the Black 
undergraduate freshman attrition rate from 1981 to 1985 was 24.8%, 
while the attrition rate for their White classmates was 17.6%. The 
estimated overall attrition rate for Black students from 1977 to 1981 was 
also calculated. The results indicated a 65.2% attrition rate for Black 
students, compared to 42.5% for White students. 
The overall dropout rate for Black students was 35% in 
comparison to their White peers, who had an overall dropout rate of 
24%. . 
The results of this study support previously mentioned findings of 
the Office of Institutional Research and Planning (OIRP) in 1989; fewer 
than one in three Black students was estimated to have graduated. These 
results indicate the severity of the problem. 
Black Students’ Persistence/Withdrawal 
Sedlacek and Brooks (1972) and Tinto (1987) found that students 
were likely to persist in college if they were integrated into the social and 
academic systems of their college. Tinto's (1975) model of college 
persistence/withdrawal assumes that a student's academic and social 
integration into a particular college or university is an important factor in 
his or her persistence toward graduation. A student's level of integration, 
according to Tinto, is dependent in part upon his or her expectations of 
and perceptions about the college. 
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Tinto suggests that feelings of incongruence and/or isolation can 
inhibit a student's integration into the campus community. Feelings of 
incongruency can happen when: 
...individuals perceive themselves as being substantially 
at odds with the institution...(therefore promoting a) 
mismatch or lack of fit between the needs, interests, 
and preferences of the individual and those of their 
institution. [Tinto 1987, pp. 53-54] 
He further states: 
Isolation is a result of the absence of sufficient 
interaction whereby integration may be achieved. 
[Tinto 1987, pp. 53-54] 
Nieves (1971) and Smith (1980) found that isolation, loneliness, 
and alienation are common problems experienced by Black students on 
predominantly White campuses. They also found that these problems 
have a significant effect on Black students' decision to stay or leave. 
Additional findings by Suen (1983), who measured Black students' 
alienation on a predominantly White campus, found that Blacks scored 
higher on all measures of alienation. The results from these findings 
indicate that incongruence and isolation directly affect students' 
persistence/withdrawal. 
Bean (1983) discusses the importance of social integration in Black 
students' persistence. He argues that the degree to which students become 
integrated into the academic and social system of college affects their 
decision to persist or withdraw. 
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Martin (1990) notes the importance of that academic integration 
for Black students attending predominantly White universities. He 
asserts: 
If Black students believe there is academic equity 
within the achievement merit system, they are more 
apt to be satisfied with the college setting. However, 
if academic and social experience do not support 
equitable beliefs, the student will begin to process 
negative thoughts that may eventuate college 
withdrawal. [Martin 1990, p. 28] 
He further suggests that the way in which Black students respond to 
their environment is determined by their feelings of acceptance in the 
academic and social setting. He found that alienation, lack of commitment 
and the general feeling of not belonging at the institution encourage Black 
students' withdrawal behavior. 
Additional Factors Identified as Affecting 
Black Students' Retention 
In examining other factors affecting the retention problems of 
Black students at predominantly White colleges and universities, studies 
of the 1970s and 1980s identified additional problems that may contribute 
to Black students' retention problems. Among these problems were 
difficulties in making significant cultural and racial identity adjustments, 
the lack of social and learning centers for Black students, and an 
inadequate number of Black faculty and administrators in decision- 
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making and role-modeling positions (Allen 1981; Martin 1990; Reed 
1978; Ruffin 1988; Smith 1981; Willie & McCord, 1972). 
Allen (1986) and Pascarella (1985) note that satisfaction with social 
and academic experiences is vital to all students. They assert that this 
satisfaction is much more difficult for Black students to achieve at White 
institutions because of discrimination and racism. In his study of Blacks 
attending predominantly White colleges, Smith (1980) reported that Black 
students felt that serious racial tensions existed on their campuses. He 
cited in his study examples of overt racial hostility toward Blacks. 
Bennett (1984) indicated that Black students experience additional 
alienation because of student and faculty prejudice and discrimination 
toward them. 
Haagen (1977) contends that a lack of interest in college and a 
failure to find satisfying personal/social relationships are among the most 
important reasons for Black student withdrawal. This social isolation, 
combined with the small number of Black faculty and administrators to 
serve as committed role models, leads to feelings of loneliness and 
alienation. Most research conducted in the area of Black student attrition 
cites this alienation and loneliness as significant factors contributing to 
Black student withdrawal. 
Academic Preparation 
The quality of pre-college academic preparation is cited by some 
researchers as a central factor in determining whether a Black student 
will persist until graduation. Wolfle (1983) suggests that completing a 
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degree depends slightly on socioeconomic background, and heavily on 
academic preparation and skills. He also contends that the process of 
degree attainment is the same for Black and White students. 
However, Nettles et al. (1986) maintain that the educational 
attainment process is different for Black and White students. He points 
out that significant racial differences on various non-academic predictors 
may account for racial differences in college performance. Dawkins and 
Braddock (1982), in their examination of pre-college and college 
experiences as predictors of college outcomes, found that high school 
background, standardized test scores and social background did not have a 
great impact on Black students' college outcomes. They did find, 
however, that Black students' college experiences had a significant impact 
on college outcomes. 
To reinforce this point, Allen (1986) states that Black students at 
predominantly Black colleges tend to be disadvantaged in their socio¬ 
economic backgrounds and to have lower standardized test scores and 
weaker high school backgrounds. However, Black students on Black 
campuses display more positive psychological adjustment, more 
significant academic gain, greater cultural awareness and commitment, 
and higher attainment aspirations than their Black peers at predominantly 
White universities. 
Community Effects 
While the literature has stressed the importance of the college 
community in encouraging minority attainment, these studies also suggest 
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that it is more difficult for Black students to establish a sound community 
on a White campus. Smith (1981) elaborated on these points when he 
stated: 
Black students attending white universities are caught 
in a whirlwind of confusing racial identities that is 
unacceptable. They see their universities as hostile 
places where white students and faculty perceive that 
all Blacks are "special admits" and beneficiaries of 
affirmative action. Black student adjustment at White 
universities appears to require that Black students 
adhere rather quickly to white cultural norms, 
abandoning their own cultural roots. [Smith 1981, p. 
300] 
Pounds (1987) points out that the first challenge some Black 
students face upon entry to White campuses is learning to live within a 
predominantly White community and tolerating the psychological 
uncertainty such an adjustment brings. He states that Black students at 
predominantly White colleges often perceive little within their college 
community that promotes a sense of belonging - an essential component 
of social adjustment. These feelings of not belonging present Black 
students with a unique and serious challenge. 
Astin (1968, 1975, 1982) suggests that if ways could be found to 
further involve students more fully in the life and environment of their 
institution, they would be much more likely to stay. He found that 
greater degrees of involvement resulted in higher levels of satisfaction 
and academic success, and thus a greater likelihood of graduation. He 
states: 
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The amount of student learning and personal 
development associated with any educational program 
is directly proportional to the equality and quantity of 
student involvement in that program. The 
effectiveness of any educational policy or practice is 
directly related to the capacity of that policy or 
practice to increase student involvement. [Astin 1984, 
p. 298] 
Increasing the students' sense of involvement at the university will 
also increase their sense of satisfaction. This feeling of involvement, a 
sense of belonging, of connectedness to the university, is the heart of 
community development, and will result in these students being more 
inclined to persist until graduation. Consequently, attrition rates for these 
students will decline. 
Campus Racism 
Racial issues on campus are continually cited as major factors in 
Black students' withdrawal from a predominantly White institution. 
Abraham (1990) reported that in the 1980s racially-motivated incidents 
on college campuses increased, while at the same time, the proportion of 
minority students enrolling in and graduating from college decreased. He 
suggests that: 
When an educational environment is perceived as 
being fair and intellectually stimulating, students are 
more likely to remain in college and complete their 
degrees. When students believe that they are the 
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targets of unfair practices including racial 
discrimination, they are less likely to "stay the course" 
and complete their degrees. [Abraham 1990, p.6] 
In assessing minority students' experiences and expectations at a 
predominantly White university, Malaney and Shively (1992) found that 
Black students "were most likely to have personally experienced racial 
harassment or discrimination" (p. 23). These findings are supported by 
Webster, Sedlacek, & Miyares, (1979) who note that Black students at a 
predominantly White university felt that they were the victims of racism 
and overt racial discrimination. 
Allen (1981), in his study of the adjustments, achievements and 
aspirations of Black students at the University of Michigan, stated that 
85% of the students reported having encountered racial discrimination on 
campus. He notes that racial discrimination provides major difficulties 
for Black students' adjustment at the University. Smith (1981) 
summarizes the impact of racial discrimination when he states: 
No matter what the demands of the academic 
environment are, the capacity of Black students to 
respond to those demands is seriously diminished by 
racist social context in which those students' academic 
pursuits take place. [Smith 1981, p. 302] 
The Influence of Faculty 
Various researchers note the important role that faculty play in 
Black students' experience at a predominantly White institution 
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(Braddock, 1981; Fleming, 1981). The importance of their roles is 
emphasized by Nettles et al. (1985) in their comparative analysis of the 
predictors of Black and White students' academic achievement in college. 
They found that faculty contribute greatly to students' feelings of 
academic integration. They also note that feelings of academic integration 
are affected by students' perceptions about the attitudes and behaviors of 
faculty. He notes that favorable student perceptions of faculty are 
associated with academic achievements. 
In support of these findings, Pascarella and Terenzini (1980) found 
that the quality and frequency of faculty and student contact contributes 
to students' personal and intellectual development. They note that this 
interaction is a major factor affecting students' attrition. Braddock 
(1981) found that Black students' contact with faculty at predominantly 
White colleges is crucial to their retention. Carol Hardeman, in a speech 
in 1982 at the National Association for Equal Opportunity in Higher 
Education (cited in Ruffin, 1988) notes that a strong support system, 
provided by Black faculty, promotes Black students' academic 
persistence. The lack of a sufficient number of Black faculty members at 
many predominantly White institutions may be linked to poor 
performance of Black students. In the same speech, Hardeman stated: 
Many White professors appear insensitive or 
unresponsive to Black student concerns. There are 
few Black professionals who can serve as role models 
or advisors. Consequently, many Black students 
develop negative self-concepts, and defeatist attitudes 
that often result in the lack of academic persistence and 
in turn, dismissal or withdrawal from the institutions. 
[Cited in Ruffin, 1988, p.3] 
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Willie and McCord (1972), Stikes (1975), and Zwana (1988) 
support the above findings and emphasize not only the importance of 
faculty but the necessity of a strong presence of Black staff and faculty 
for Black students. Black faculty members in leadership positions on 
campus serve as role models, advisors, and mentors. They can respond in 
special ways to the needs of Black students, and can supply the critical 
guidance and support necessary for these students to successfully complete 
college. Reed (1978), Britts (1985), and Pounds (1987) note that when 
Black faculties are visible and available to these students in significant 
numbers, they serve as an example of the institution’s commitment to the 
retention of Black students. These students feel represented in the 
administration, and their feelings of alienation on campus are lessened. 
The presence of Black faculty and staff at all levels of the university is 
crucial to the attraction and retention of Black students. Although the 
above authors note the importance of a Black faculty presence on campus, 
Wittstruck (1988) found that Black faculty representation in 
predominantly White institutions is about 2%, and is declining in most 
states. He asserts that Blacks have lower promotion and tenure rates than 
other minority groups. The lack of a sufficient number of Black faculty 
to serve as role models to Black students has been identified as a major 
factor affecting Black college participation. 
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Coping 
Black students at a predominantly White university who choose to 
persist have been identified by researchers as having remarkable coping 
skills. Abatso(1982) found that students who remained in school had 
developed coping strategies, noting that persistent students had attitudes 
which gave them a sense of control over the events in their lives. The 
more each student knew about how to interact successfully with the 
college environment, the more he or she would feel inclined to continue 
pursuing his or her academic goals, given adequate financial resources. 
[Abatso 1982, p. 63]. Gibbs (1975), in a study on coping patterns of 
Black students, suggests that students who experienced feelings of 
hopelessness, depression, and alienation avoided contact with conflict 
producing situations and were more likely to withdraw. Coping strategies 
were identified as mechanisms used by students to persist at 
predominantly White institutions. 
Retention Programs 
The observed pattern of Black college student withdrawal from 
predominantly White colleges and universities has generated retention 
programs designed to be intervention models for dropout behaviors 
(Valverde, 1985). These programs include improvement of basic skills 
and academic remediation, financial aid, career counseling, and academic 
advisement programs. 
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Wilson and Justiz (1988) note that while most of these programs 
were established in the 1970s to increase minority undergraduate 
enrollment, they did not accomplish their goals. While most of these 
programs were ushered in through legal or Presidential mandates, they 
required an institutional commitment and enforcement that was not 
always there. The social policies of the 1980s furthered weakened many 
of these already inadequate programs. They explain that: 
With the decline in federal enforcement during the 
Reagan era has come a decline in commitment to the 
goal of equal opportunity and access. [Wilson & Justiz 
1988, p. 10] 
Despite the efforts of the 1970s, the retention rate for Black 
students enrolled in predominantly White institutions is still significantly 
lower than that of their White counterparts. Odell and Mock (1989) note 
that programs implemented to address the needs of Black students on 
campus are subject to many limitations: 
Minority student programs are found on the periphery 
of the campus, physically apart, operated with soft 
money and non-tenured staff, rarely an item on the 
academic senate agenda - orphans no one is seeking to 
adopt. For the great majority of faculty, staff, and 
students, minority programs are things apart, 
deserving of intellectual approval but evoking no 
feelings of personal involvement or responsibility. 
[Odell & Mock 1989, p. 9] 
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Allen (1986) also suggests that the ineffectiveness of these 
programs forces Black students to develop their own social and cultural 
networks to create the community that is lacking in those programs. 
Founds (1989) asserts that in order to be successful, programs must 
provide motivating elements, such as role models and mentors, as well as 
incentives in the form of academic credits and recognition. All programs 
and services must have clearly defined goals and objectives that are 
regularly communicated to the university community. They should take 
into account the cultural differences of Black students, and demonstrate a 
commitment to social justice and the development of each student's 
abilities in all areas. Finally, all such programs and services must have 
measurable outcomes that are regularly evaluated. 
Institutional Commitment 
Researchers and educators agree that institutions must commit 
money and personnel, while developing programs that deal specifically 
with the needs of Black students on White campuses. Rossman (1970) and 
Noel (1978) suggest that in order for an institution to develop a 
successful, long-lasting retention program, it must engage in a rigorous 
self-study that includes all areas of student affairs. In order for 
significant change to occur, the institutional commitment must be clearly 
stated, and remain consistent at all levels of the administration. If there is 
not consistent attention and concern in all areas and at all levels, 
opportunities for change will not be seized, and retention programs will 
not be successful. The institution needs to be aggressively committed to 
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building supportive networks for Black students, and to reviewing and 
establishing functional policies that demonstrate this commitment. 
Past Recommendations Suggested to the University of Massachusetts 
to Improve the Attrition and Retention Rates 
The recommendations made by educational researchers to address 
the attrition and retention rates of Black students nationwide are similar 
to recommendations recently suggested for the University of 
Massachusetts. These recommendations are based on findings from 
studies conducted in the last ten to fifteen years focusing on Black 
students at predominantly White institutions, and the problems that lead to 
their decision to drop out. 
Chambers’ (1991) study at the University of Massachusetts 
addressed the problem of Black student retention. He investigated the 
perceptions of and interactions with the institutional environment that 
affect Black student academic and drop-out behavior. He collected data 
through questionnaires distributed to 200 Black undergraduate students. 
He used the Environmental Satisfaction Questionnaire to gather 
information on the fit between students’ need and the University's 
resources, and a Biographical Data Questionnaire to address the major 
concerns of Black students at a predominantly White university. On the 
basis of collected data, Chambers (1991) made the following 
recommendations to address the problem of Black student attrition at the 
University of Massachusetts: 
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1. Increased Involvement of Black Students in Campus Activities. 
Greater efforts should be made to recruit Black students for 
campus activities, programs, and organizations. This will give 
Black students a forum to voice their concerns and contribute ideas. 
It will also reduce feelings of alienation, and strengthen their 
commitment to achieve their academic goals. 
2. First-Year Orientation Workshop. 
During freshman orientation, a seminar on combating racism, 
designed to increase social interaction between students of various 
ethnic backgrounds, should be presented. Student workshops on 
issues of racism and alienation should also be offered for credit, 
with the focus on reducing racism and alienation on campus. 
3. Retention Workshops for Faculty and Staff. 
Research has documented the importance of student-faculty 
relationships on college campuses. Workshops for faculty and staff 
would focus on what should be done to create a campus-wide effort 
to combat racism and the alienation of Black students. 
4. Financial Aid Workshops. 
This recommendation includes providing workshops for Black 
students and their families on the financing of a college education, 
part-time employment, and opportunities for work-study positions. 
5. Formation of the Committee to Improve the Campus Racial 
Environment. 
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This committee would be responsible for assessing the institution's 
progress in combating racism. It would also conduct research, 
review campus policies, and include all departments so that the 
entire university would be involved. 
6. Stiffer Campus Policies Against Racial Harassment. 
Strict disciplinary measures should be set for dealing with race- 
related incidents to send a strong message that the violation of 
another person's civil rights will not be tolerated by the University. 
In 1986, after racially motivated riots at the University of 
Massachusetts at Amherst, officials hired an outside consultant to 
investigate the campus climate and to recommend improvements. These 
suggestions were based on the results of the University of Massachusetts 
Chancellor's Commission on Civility in Human Relations Report. Some 
of these recommendations were as follows: 
1. Increase the representation of minorities within faculty and 
administrative positions. 
2. Identify and combat existing patterns of institutional behavior that 
inhibit the recruitment, hiring, promotion, and retention of 
minorities. 
3. Appoint a task force of faculty and relevant staff to examine racial 
harassment, and develop proposals for reporting on and preventing 
such harassment in academic departments. 
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4. Develop a program that provides better guidance and support 
systems for students, especially minority students, who wish to 
bring grievances against other members of the campus community. 
5. Recommend an annual publication for all minority students, 
detailing minority retention data in comparison to non-minority 
students. 
6. Assess the campus climate for all minority faculty, students and 
staff. 
Malaney and Shively, (1992) in their study of first-year students of 
color at the University of Massachusetts, made the following additional 
recommendations: 
1. University officials must work harder to teach acceptance of 
different cultures. 
2. Stronger efforts should be made to create faculty mentoring 
programs, and to recruit more minority faculty to mentor minority 
students. 
3. The University should implement year-long orientation programs 
for first-year students as well as mentoring programs in which 
upper-class students could act as advisors for first-year students. 
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These reports suggest that the institution must prioritize its 
commitment to its Black students. Continual assessment would provide a 
means to determine the effectiveness of efforts to multiculturalize the 
campus. Achieving multiculturalism is a first step towards addressing the 
problem of minority student retention. 
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CHAPTER 3 
RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 
Introduction 
This study identifies factors that relate to Black student retention at 
the University of Massachusetts at Amherst. The goal is to identify those 
factors that contribute to the academic achievement of Black students, and 
also to determine factors in the college community that influence and 
affect persistence/withdrawal behaviors. This study employs a qualitative 
research strategy to gain a clearer understanding of and insight into Black 
students' perception of their environment, and to identify those factors 
suggested in the literature that influence Black student retention rates. 
A qualitative method of data collection has been chosen for this 
study. Qualitative research focuses on the discovery or generation of 
theory. Most qualitative research takes a phenomenological approach, 
which is committed to the understanding of social phenomena from the 
actor's own perspective ( Taylor & Bogden, 1984). 
Most previous research studying the academic achievement of 
Black students at predominantly White universities has been quantitative. 
Although these studies provide an adequate assessment of factors 
contributing to Black student withdrawal, they fail to offer an in-depth 
explanation of these factors. Qualitative research provides an opportunity 
to study selected issues in depth and in detail. Applied to this study, it 
provides a way for the researcher to probe Black students' perceptions 
and experiences at a predominantly White university. This information 
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will enhance our understanding of factors that influence Black students' 
decisions to stay at or withdraw from predominantly White institutions. 
Focus Group Interviewing 
Focus group interviews produced qualitative data. The interviews 
were conducted with Black students who are currently enrolled at the 
University of Massachusetts. Krueger (1988) notes that the qualitative 
data produced by focus groups provide insight into the attitudes, 
perceptions, and opinions of the participants. He defines a focus group as 
"a carefully planned discussion designed to obtain perception on a defined 
area of interest in a permissive and non-threatening environment" 
[Krueger 1988, p.18]. Subjects respond to open-ended questions that 
enable them to choose the manner in which they respond. These 
responses are combined with the researcher's observations of respondents 
in the group discussion to produce qualitative data. 
The researcher carries out several functions in the focus group: 
moderating, listening, observing, and eventually analyzing, using an 
inductive process. A researcher using an inductive strategy derives 
understanding based on the discussion as opposed to testing or confirming 
a preconceived hypothesis or theory. In comparison to participant 
observation, focus groups offer the opportunity to observe a large 
amount of interaction on a topic in a limited period of time. In 
comparison to the individual interview, it improves the researcher's 
ability to observe interaction on a topic. In individual interviews it is 
impossible to capture the dynamic nature of group interaction. Focus 
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group interviews use open-ended questions that allow individuals to 
respond without setting boundaries or providing clues for potential 
response categories. Krueger (1988) asserts that "The open-ended 
approaches allow the subject ample opportunity to comment, to explain, 
and to share experiences and attitudes as opposed to the structured and 
directive interview that is dominated by the interviewer" [Krueger 1988, 
p. 19]. 
Krueger (1988) discusses the features of a focus group: (1) people 
who (2) possess certain characteristics, (3) provide data (4) of a 
qualitative nature (5) in a focused discussion. 
The qualitative focus group interviews for this study provided 
critical insight into issues affecting Black student persistence and 
withdrawal behavior that past quantitative survey questionnaires 
conducted at the University of Massachusetts did not provide. 
Historically, survey research conducted at the University of Massachusetts 
by SARIS was accomplished by using telephone and mail surveys. 
Malaney and Weitzer (1993) note that these methods were used in part 
because of cost. They state that other means of collecting data such as 
face-to-face interviews and formal observation are time-consuming and 
expensive. Chambers, in his study of Black student perceptions at the 
University of Massachusetts, also used survey questionnaires. He 
recommended at the conclusion of his 1991 study that further research 
using interviews and/or case studies be done to provide further insight 
into Black student retention problems. 
The focus group interview was used to interpret the findings of 
previous studies that address issues affecting Black student retention, and 
to provide insight into the problems affecting Black student retention. 
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The qualitative focus group interview technique provided insight into the 
nature and extent of issues discussed by students. As noted by Krueger 
(1988), a questionnaire might omit important response choices, or might 
simply fail to ask critical questions. Qualitative procedures such as focus 
group interviews enable the researcher to get in tune with the respondent 
and discover how the person sees reality. Focus group discussions 
provide an atmosphere where people feel free to talk and share insights 
and observation. 
The process of conducting a focus group study consists of three 
phases: conceptualizing the study, conducting the interviews, and 
analyzing and reporting the results of the data. Utilizing the focus group 
method for collecting data will provide information to decision-makers 
about Black students' perceptions and experiences at the University, and 
how these experiences affect retention and withdrawal behaviors. 
Morgan (1988) notes that focus group techniques combine elements of the 
individual interview and participant observation, thus providing access to 
forms of data not obtained easily with either of the above methods. Focus 
groups are a qualitative tool for gathering information that is both 
inductive and naturalistic. 
The advantages of focus group interviewing include the following: 
1. Focus groups place people in natural, real-life situations as opposed 
to controlled experimental situations typical of quantitative studies. 
The group setting allows for greater participation of the subjects 
with less interjection and control by the interviewer. 
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2. The discussion in focus groups allows the researcher to probe. 
This gives the researcher the flexibility to explore unanticipated 
issues, which is impossible to do with the more structured 
questioning sequences typical of mail-out surveys. 
3. Group interaction provides a stimulus to encourage disclosure and 
elicit additional information which would be missed in individual 
interviews. 
4. The open-ended question will reveal what is on the interviewee's 
mind as opposed to what the interviewer suspects is on the 
interviewee's mind. 
5. Participants' interaction among themselves replaces the interaction 
with the interviewer, leading to a greater emphasis on participants' 
points of view. This also allows the researcher to learn what is 
important to the participants. 
Data Collection and Analysis 
Multiple methods of data collection were utilized for this study. 
This included archival records analysis, and focus group interviews. The 
data were abstracted from archival records by SARIS, which has 
conducted highly structured surveys on factors relating to Black student 
retention. Data were also gathered from the Institutional Research and 
Planning Office (OIRP), which compared the retention rate of Blacks and 
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other students at the University of Massachusetts, and also from 
Chambers' (1991) study on Black student perceptions and interactions 
with the institutional environment. 
Qualitative data were collected by focus group interviews with 
Black undergraduate students varying in class year, gender, age, and 
academic status. The participants were randomly selected from the 
University of Massachusetts undergraduate student body. All students 
lived in different locations on the University campus. Eight students 
were chosen for the focus group interview, a focus group typically being 
composed of seven to ten people. As stated by Krueger (1988) the focus 
group 
...must be small enough to have opportunity to share 
insights and yet large enough to provide diversity of 
perceptions. When the group exceeds a dozen 
participants, there is a tendency for the group to 
fragment. [Krueger 1988, p. 27] 
In this study, the term "Black student" includes students of African- 
American, African, Cape Verdean, and Caribbean descent. The data 
collected will help colleges and university administrators learn more 
about how students perceive the campus climate. It will also provide 
administrators with strategies aimed at increasing retention and 
decreasing attrition rates at White universities. Finally, it will enhance 
our understanding of why students stay and others choose to leave the 
institution, and provide recommendations for further research among 
Black students. 
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The following seven open-ended questions were asked to students 
participating in the focus group. Probing questions were utilized to focus 
the interviewing process and explore specific areas: 
1. Describe your experience as a Black student on a predominantly 
White campus. 
2. What effects have the campus environment had on your academic 
performance? 
3. Describe the social and academic climate at UMass. 
4. Do you take part in the social activities on campus? 
5. How have University faculty influenced your academic experience 
at UMass? 
6. What personal interactions on campus have had a significant 
positive or negative effect on you? 
7. Have you ever considered leaving the University? What factors 
influenced your decision to stay or to go? 
A maximum of seven questions was used for the focus group 
interviews, which according to Krueger (1988) is appropriate for focus 
group studies. If seven questions are asked in an individual interview, the 
respondent can respond in a few minutes. But in a focus group 
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environment, the discussion can last several hours. For this study the 
focus group discussion lasted approximately two hours and forty five 
minutes. 
The participants in this study were told that there were no wrong 
or right answers to the above questions. What was important was how 
they perceived their environment at UMass. They were asked to discuss 
all their experiences relevant to the topic. 
At the beginning of the session students were asked to rate the 
following statements (1—'"Strongly Disagree"; 2~"Disagree"; 3—"Slightly 
Disagree"; 4—"Slightly Agree"; 5—"Agree"; 6-"Strongly Agree"): 
1. I feel that I am learning and growing on this campus. 
2. My experience at UMass has been positive. 
3. My experience at UMass has been negative. 
4. I feel valued as a person at this University. 
For each statement, the student circled the number that best 
describes his/her feeling or perceptions. The students were asked on a 
Likert scale of one through six if they strongly disagree or agree with 
each statement. One means they strongly disagree and six means they 
strongly agree. 
The above questions were asked to focus attention on the topic. 
Krueger (1988) suggests that a short written questionnaire at the 
beginning of a group interview can help participants to begin thinking 
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about the general nature of the problem and enable them to collect their 
thoughts. 
Other data collecting techniques included video and audio 
recording of the session, along with note taking during discussion. The 
video captured information about participant body language throughout 
the session. The audio-tape captured individual comments. Note-taking 
was used to document questions which needed follow-up. This also 
provided an additional opportunity to document statements that were 
quotable. 
Population and Sample 
The data collection for this study was limited to the University of 
Massachusetts. As Mow and Nettles (1990) point out: 
Single institution studies offer important insights that 
explain the college experiences of minority students, 
and they may help the institutions address their own 
unique challenges. In addition, these studies often raise 
issues that should be addressed at other campuses. 
[Mow and Nettles 1990, p.89] 
Focus group interviews were held in the New Africa House library 
located on the University of Massachusetts, Amherst campus. The 
University of Massachusetts in Amherst is a land-grant state university 
located in the Pioneer Valley in Western Massachusetts, with an 
enrollment of approximately 23,000 students. It has an undergraduate 
population of approximately 17, 000. The total undergraduate minority 
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population is approximately 1,300 and the total Black undergraduate 
population consists of approximately 500 (3% ) students. 
The population in this study is defined as Black undergraduate 
students who attend the University of Massachusetts. A homogeneous 
group was selected of eight full-time Black undergraduate students. This 
group included three male and five female students. Their class year 
varied from freshman to senior and they were between the ages of 18 and 
23. 
The Interview Process 
The interview for this research consisted of two focus group 
discussions that lasted approximately two hours and forty five minutes 
each. The interviews were scheduled approximately two weeks apart. 
Methods of Interpretation and Analysis 
Transcribed interviews were subsequently coded to identify 
emergent pattern, themes or explanations. (Miles & Huberman, 1984) 
Codes were identified by color highlighters. Coding also provided a 
concrete means to approach the data. The themes that evolved were 
directly related to the research questions that sought to identify factors 
affecting Black student retention at a predominantly White institution. 
The themes that emerged from the interview were as follows: students' 
expectations; faculty interaction; faculty and advisor experience, staff and 
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administrator interaction; social interaction and adjustment; campus racial 
assaults and the effects on academic performance; issues of safety; 
interaction with campus police; factors that affect the decision to stay; 
impact of racial incidents in decision to withdraw or persist; students' 
growth; Black students' peer relationship; mentoring and role models; 
students' suggestions for improving the environment. 
Once the data were arranged and presented, statements were 
separated on each theme according to similarity of response. Responses 
that were notably different from the majority are included, and reported 
as a method of internal check. 
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CHAPTER 4 
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
Introduction 
The findings reflect Black students’ experiences and perceptions of 
their environment at a predominantly White university. The data also 
provide understanding and insight into factors affecting the retention and 
attrition rates of Black students attending a predominantly White 
university. 
The site chosen for this study was the University of Massachusetts 
at Amherst, a major land-grant university. A homogeneous group of 
minority students was selected through random sampling. The group 
included eight full-time Black undergraduate students,-three males and 
five females. Their class year ranged from freshman to senior and they 
were between the ages of 18 and 23. Data were collected from a focus 
group interview. 
During the focus group interview some general themes emerged. 
Despite the wide variety of experiences and perceptions among students, 
the following themes were most frequently cited: students' expectations; 
faculty, advisor, and administrator experiences; social interaction and 
adjustment; campus racial assaults and the effects on academic 
performance; issues of safety and interaction with campus police; factors 
that affect the decision to persist or withdraw; Black peer relationship; 
mentoring and role models; students' expressions growth; and students' 
suggestions for improving the environment. 
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The researcher noticed that three issues in particular evoked strong 
and unanimous agreement among participants: police-minority relations, 
the effects of racist attacks on their psychological well being, and 
students' interactions with faculty and administrators. The researcher 
observed that the topic of police-minority student relation evoked the 
strongest emotional responses among focus groups participants. Both 
male and female students nodded their heads and gave verbal affirmations 
of "yes" and "I understand" as their fellow participants described negative 
interactions with the campus police. 
The effects of racial attacks on campus also evoked strong feelings 
among participants. Every student in the focus group shared a story or 
anecdote about the ways in which racial attacks on campus had affected 
their own personal feelings of safety and psychological security. The 
third topic that sparked intense emotions was students' relations with 
faculty and staff. Each student described a negative personal experience 
with a faculty member or administrator. Students agreed that these 
interactions affected their ability to perform in class or lessened their 
feelings of being welcome on campus. 
Students' Expectations 
The expectations of participants upon entry into the University 
varied from their actual experiences. Students stated that before 
attending the University they were aware that they might encounter some 
difficulties by attending a predominantly White university. What was 
alarming to most of them, though, was the enormous amount of 
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difficulties they actually encountered. Many of the students entered with 
positive aspirations, and were disappointed with their experiences. The 
following students described these distressing experiences: 
Male. 19. Junior: I went to a predominantly White 
high school. It wasn't particularly pleasant there. I 
had some negative experiences there. But nothing 
could have prepared me for what I have experienced 
here. Black students are not necessarily welcome here. 
Female. 22. Senior: For me it wasn't a very big 
surprise being here at UMass. I went to a 
predominantly White high school, a private school. 
But I thought it was going to be a lot better here at 
UMass than it was. 
Male. 23. Senior: I had attended a predominantly 
White high school so I thought it wasn't going to be a 
big deal, I was accustomed to living in a 
predominantly White neighborhood, so forth. But I 
was wrong because I didn't realize to what degree I 
was going to be tested. I didn't realize how often it 
was going to happen and to the depths that people 
would feel, be hateful to me just because I was a Black 
person. 
While many participants had attended predominantly White high 
schools and therefore expected some difficulties at a predominantly White 
university, they were alarmed at the extent of the problems they 
encountered. They felt unprepared for many of the challenges they had 
to face at the university. As Pounds (1987) noted in her study of Black 
students on predominantly White campuses: "While they enter with 
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positive aspirations, they [Black students] too often depart prematurely, 
without a degree, and having felt alone and alienated.” 
Focus group participants voiced these feelings of alienation, 
explaining that the mixed messages they received evoked feelings in them 
of ambivalence and confusion. The problem of reduced expectations may 
have been especially difficult to deal with during their first few months 
on campus, when they were also facing the normal transition difficulties 
of being a freshman. 
Faculty. Advisor and Administrator Experiences 
The students discussed their battles with being stereotyped by 
administrators and faculty. The students asserted that they often had 
difficulty developing positive relationships with White faculty and staff. 
They were often reluctant to approach them, and continually felt they 
were being stereotyped by White professors and administrators. This 
stereotyping was reflected in poor communication and lowered academic 
expectations of Black students by White faculty. The following students 
shared their experiences: 
Male, 19. Junior: When I first came here I took the 
math placement test. I passed the exam, but my White 
advisor advised me to take a basic math class, even 
though I was qualified to take a higher class. I was 
also exempt out of languages but I was not told that I 
was exempt out of languages. I feel that some faculty 
members and advisors don't think that I can 
accomplish certain things. So just little things like 
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that, the professors who make very derogatory 
comments. 
Female, 21. Junior: I found that some professors have 
low expectations of me because I am Black They are 
committed to only helping me to get a C. Which is 
what they think I'm probably only capable of. If I go 
in to ask for extra help, is he going to give me all the 
extra help I need or only what he thinks I'm able to 
achieve? 
Female, 22, Senior: My first year when I registered 
for my courses, my advisor treated me like I could not 
handle the university's required course load. I was 
told to take fewer and easier classes, I felt I was being 
stereotyped as incapable of handling the academic 
work. This situation occurred several times. 
Male, 22, Senior: Various stuff has happened over the 
years which affected my academics. The whole 
problem of the dynamics on campus creates an added 
stress for Black students on campus. When I enter an 
administrative building on this campus I am often not 
helped, a lot of times I feel I am not wanted in the 
building. I am often ignored. Sometimes the person 
might be having a bad day, but after being there a 
couple of times, you begin to wonder about that. 
Female, 21, Junior: My experience with one professor 
was so negative that I spoke to the Vice Chancellor, a 
counselor, and other students about it. I did all this 
because I really was frustrated, but I walked out of the 
class one day after he made this comment, "Young 
Black women aren't marrying now because Black men 
are not living up to their standards." This upset me 
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because first of all I'm not married because I don't 
want to be married. Not because young Black men are 
not living up to my standards. How can he tell me as a 
Black woman why I'm not married? 
Female, 21. Junior: When you're the only Black 
person in class and the issue is slavery, for example, 
automatically everyone's peripheral vision is right 
towards you. And that's annoying because I don't have 
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all the answers for all Black people, for every person 
of color. It's just annoying. You go to class and you 
just know once the issue is racism, no matter where 
you sit their eyes will find you. And that's just 
annoying. I don't have all the answers and they expect 
you to have all the answers for every Black person. 
Male, 22, Senior: I continually encounter ignorant 
professors, or question if the professor genuinely 
wants to help me if I have a problem with the class. A 
lot of times that goes through my mind. I especially 
hate having a problem with a class and having to see 
the professor one on one. I'm wondering if this 
professor genuinely wants to help me do better. 
Male, 23, Senior: I think that the administration, and 
also some of the faculty, have a lack of respect for 
students in general. But for ALANA students, it's 
even worse... We pay the money to come here, we're 
paying their salaries. We treat them with respect, we 
need to be issued some consideration in return. 
Female, 19, Sophomore: Overall, my experiences 
have been positive with faculty on campus. But I had a 
- really bad experience last semester. I went to a 
department to change my major. I spoke with the 
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chair of the department and I told her I was interested 
in being admitted in her department. I was asked if I 
had a car, and then told I needed a car in order to get 
into the program. She would not sign me into the 
program. She said, "Well why don't you hold on to 
that form until you show me that you can get a car." 
She wasn't going to sign me into the major unless I 
could get a car. I felt that was kind of economic 
discrimination. Then she went on to say, "Well there 
aren't many seats available in the program and you'll 
probably have a hard time getting in." This is before 
she looked at my grades. She said, "You'll probably 
have a hard time getting in." Then she said, "But the 
one thing you do have going for you is the fact that we 
need more diversity in our department." 
The negative interactions with administrators helped to create an 
unhealthy atmosphere for students by adding to the bureaucratic 
difficulties of attending a large university. Students said that many 
faculty members and advisors had low expectations of what they could 
accomplish academically. This is important because research shows that 
faculty expectations play a crucial role in students' academic 
development. Citing the work of Mingle (1978), Goddard (1990) notes: 
(The) majority of faculty members at predominantly 
White universities have made no special response to 
the dramatic increase in Black undergraduate 
enrollment since the late 1960s in terms of their time 
allocation, manner of teaching, or curriculum, and 
most admit that they interact less with their Black 
students than White students, [p.23] 
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Of eight focus group participants, seven students cited negative 
relationships with faculty members and/or advisors. This is alarming. 
These problems with faculty caused the students to question their 
academic capabilities and enhanced their feelings of separateness from the 
mainstream academic culture. Discomfort within the classroom, as 
described by the student who mentioned having all eyes turn to her 
4 
during a discussion of slavery, was cited by students as an especially 
strong barrier to academic achievement. 
The participants felt that their interactions with faculty had varying 
influences on their academic experiences throughout their years at the 
University. Consistent with other findings regarding the influences and 
importance of faculty on students' experiences and perceptions, this study 
found that positive interactions with faculty can contribute greatly to the 
students' feelings of being welcomed into the environment. Fleming 
(1984) suggests that positive faculty-student interaction is essential for 
Black students, who need personal and professional role models. She also 
points out that predominantly White colleges have not succeeded in 
combating Black students' experiences of classroom bias. This study 
reaffirms the findings of Fleming by describing some of these actual 
experiences of in-class bias. 
Social Interaction and Adjustment 
Consistent with previous research on the persistence of college 
students, this study affirms that the degree of students' academic and 
social involvement can ultimately affect their decisions to stay or leave 
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(Abatso 1982; Astin 1975; Tinto 1987). Many students in this study 
found it difficult to achieve the level of involvement and social interaction 
they would have liked at the University. They also felt that their options 
were limited in finding social activities on campus. Many interacted 
socially only with students of their own race. The students discussed 
incidents that occurred when they attempted to interact socially with 
students outside their race. 
Female. 21. Junior: I had a very bad experience my 
freshman year. I attended a party that was held by 
White students. The house was crowded, the floor was 
crowded and everyone was fighting to get to the keg. I 
don't like beer so I stayed outside. This White guy 
comes up to me with a lighter. He says to the Black 
guy, "Here's one." Like he was saying "Here's a Black 
girl for you." I just walked away. It was my 
freshman year, my first week of school and I was like, 
what the hell is this? I called my mother in the middle 
of the night. I said, "You get my room ready cause 
next semester I'll be home." 
Female, 22, Senior: Socially I feel I really have to 
look for something to do. If the Malcolm X Center is 
not having a function, I feel there is nothing else for 
me to do. I'm not saying we would want it, but we 
don't have frat houses. 
Male, 19, Junior: I think that’s an important 
difference because as a White student you may say, "I 
could go to a frat party, but I just don't want to, or I 
can go to the X, but I don't want to." As a Black 
student I know I can go to the X, but I know I can't 
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walk into a White frat house. If I do I know that I am 
taking a serious chance. 
Male. 23. Senior: You feel uncomfortable attending 
certain events on campus because you are not 
welcome. I think overall you have an advantage being 
White, because you can pick and choose what you're 
going to do. Whereas if you are a Black person your 
options are automatically limited. 
Female. 22. Senior: I had a roommate who was 
White. I tried to explain to her why it was necessary 
for me to attend functions and events held by Black 
students. She would state, "Well you have these 
meetings. Why do you have all these meetings?" 
"Because we want to come together and talk." She 
responded, "How come they don't have meetings like 
that for us?" I showed her a list of meetings that they 
had for White people to go to. And she felt so 
ashamed because she was like, "Oh, oh, oh." 
Male. 23. Senior: Due to the cultural differences a lot 
of times I was kind of isolated. I mean I went to a 
couple of White fraternity parties where it seemed like 
most of the emphasis was on drinking and the music 
that they listen to was, you know, not what I was into. 
It's kind of ironic now because it's my senior year and 
I will walk by frat houses and they'll be playing like a 
lot of rap music and stuff. But when I came here 
freshman year it wasn't like that. Things like that I 
expected, and I've had a lot of positive experiences 
too. 
Female. 22. Senior: I was really naive. I believed that 
college was going to be great and there were going to 
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be no problems and there were going to be a lot of 
minority people I could meet. When I got here there 
just seemed to be so few places that Black students 
have to go to. Although I ended up finding a lot of 
friends in the community, I ended up joining a 
sorority for a sense of a community. There was really 
no place that I found for Black women on this campus 
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to meet or discuss things, or have a sense of 
community. 
Female. 18. Senior: Most people I associate with are 
in my dorm and unfortunately like 95 percent of them 
are White. I wish I could meet more minority people. 
I have very few Black friends and I really wish I could 
change that. Because I can't share things with my 
White friends that I can share with my Black friends. 
[This] bothers me. 
Social integration was important for all participants. Many 
students discussed their feelings of disconnection to the overall 
community. They expressed difficulties in adjusting to the social climate, 
and in becoming a part of the community. These findings are consistent 
with previous research identifying the importance of students' social 
integration into the environment (Pascarella & Terenzini 1979; Sedlacek 
& Brooks 1972) Many students had not achieved their desired levels of 
social involvement; this lack of social integration seemed to negatively 
affect the quality of life they had on campus. The combination of having 
to deal with lowered faculty expectations and an unsatisfying social life 
may severely affect students' ability to persist at school. As Martin 
(1990) says, "If academic and social experiences do not support equitable 
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beliefs, the student will begin to process negative thoughts that may lead 
to college withdrawal" [Martin 1990, p.28]. 
Campus Racial Assaults and their Effects 
on Academic Performance 
Students felt that racism on campus also had profoundly affected 
their academic performance. Previous findings by Hughes (1987) affirm 
the negative influences of racism on Black students' ability to persist at a 
predominantly White campus when she states: "The external stimuli of 
racial prejudice demand attention and emotional strength that drains their 
coping capacities in the majority culture. This detracts from their ability 
to learn more about themselves in the world and strips them of their 
inner strength. They become internally more disadvantaged as they battle 
the external barrier of racial prejudices" [Hughes 1987, p 541]. 
This study also identifies the presence of racism on campus as a 
significant factor in Black students' retention. In citing the work of 
Peterson (1978), Nettles (1985) noted that there is a high level of political 
activism among Black students on White campuses. This activism is the 
result of students' dissatisfaction with their university's response to their 
special needs [Nettles et al., 1985, p 10]. Several students in this study 
echoed this finding by Nettles when they noted that they felt they had no 
choice but to organize and protest administrative actions. They felt that 
administrators ignore most acts of racial discrimination by faculty, staff, 
and other students. 
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The students, however, felt that responding to this discrimination 
with protests and political activism interfered with their academic 
performance and the quality of their college experience. Sustained 
political activism requires considerable time and effort and may 
ultimately disrupt academic work. Several focus group participants had 
to chose between going to class and showing up for a negotiating session 
with administrators. Several students talked about the impact of activism 
on their lives at the University: 
Female. 21, Senior: I find myself trying to catch up at 
the end after a racial incident occurs on campus. After 
a situation has escalated much of my time is taken up 
going to meetings, going to rallies, and that's the time 
I should be studying. When a racial incident happens 
on campus I feel like I’m obligated to go to meetings 
to discuss issues affecting us on campus. This 
continually disrupts my studying. For example the 
week of finals everybody was going to meetings with 
the Chancellor, when they should have been studying. 
That was the week of finals. But yet we had these 
meetings to go to. 
Female, 21, Junior: The outburst of these racial 
incidents does affect my grades. It also affects my 
peace of mind because I have Black and White friends 
and it made me really want to know were they my 
friends or were tthey going to smile in my face and 
then when they get with a majority of their White 
friends, say, "Oh that Black person, that nigger or 
whatever?" It made me think about being different and 
it made me pay attention to things that people said to 
me. 
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Male, 23, Senior: I felt that the environment was not 
conducive to studying, at least for me. Studying in the 
dorms for the most part was kind of difficult for me. 
But also just as a Black student, other things affected 
my studying, particularly the racism problems on this 
campus. When a Black student gets assaulted on 
campus I would just get upset about the violence and 
the racism and the lack of proactive action by the 
administrators. I felt my input was necessary to make 
a difference. And so that's why I started getting 
involved. Every semester since I've been here there's 
been some kind of racism problem. But I always felt 
like being here at a predominantly White school I had 
an obligation that I probably would not have had at a 
Black school. 
Male, 19, Junior: Where I lived on campus I did not 
have any problems studying in the residence hall. But 
a racial incident that occurred on my floor has had a 
negative effect on my academics. I was targeted by a 
resident, a White resident on my floor who came and 
wrote nigger on my door. I was in constant fear 
living on that floor, in constant fear that they will 
return and harm me. If someone can come to your 
door and write such a thing, well that's getting 
ridiculous. 
Responding to racism presented serious academic difficulties for all 
participants. Participants believed that the presence of racism on campus 
has impaired their ability to concentrate on academics. As confirmed by 
Crosson (1988), "Negative racial climates can adversely affect prospects 
for minority degree achievement" [p 366]. 
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The Issues of Safety and Interaction with Campus Police 
The participants expressed feeling personally victimized whenever 
a racial attack occurred on campus. They felt they were put under 
scrutiny and treated as though they themselves had escalated campus 
racial tensions. 
Male. 19. Junior: When you talk about safety, people 
mention problems with police. The other thing is just, 
I think it's just part of being a Black student on this 
campus. 
Female. 22. Senior: After racial incidents occur on 
the campus, the University often responds by 
increasing security in the halls. Last weekend my 
boyfriend (a Black man) was up to visit me. When it 
was time to sign him into the dorm, the security 
person put a check next to his name. And one of my 
girlfriend's boyfriends who is also Black, received a 
check next to his name. And I noticed those were the 
only two checks and I was like, "So what's the check 
for?" And the security guy was like, "Urn, can I see 
your license please?" So I was like, "Did you hear 
me? What is the check for?" And he wouldn't answer 
me. After a racial attack occurs on campus, Black 
students get checked off when signing into a dorm. 
They just clump us all together and put a check next to 
our name as though we were the people who were 
going to start the violence when the violence was 
against us. 
Female. 21. Senior: When violence happens to a 
Black student we are targets. I do not feel protected 
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or secure on campus. I feel that campus security is 
there to protect the White students, as if to protect 
them from us although we are the ones being attacked. 
They just turn the whole thing around and made it 
seem like we're the ones with the violence and we're 
the ones that beat up people. 
Female, 19. Junior: The whole racial thing affects me 
because I feel that if violence happened to that (Black) 
person I could get raped on campus and nothing would 
be done. I just feel as though I am not protected. And 
that it would be a different standard if something 
happened to me than if it happened to a White woman. 
Or a White male. So racism does change the way I 
think about things on this campus. 
This study reaffirms the recent findings of Malaney and Shively 
(1992), who found that 36 % of Black students surveyed did not feel safe 
on the UMass campus. Again, this feeling of physical insecurity 
contributed to students' sense of isolation and not feeling welcome. 
Feelings of physical insecurity can create a subtle though very real 
barrier to students' academic achievement. Feeling too afraid to walk to 
the library at night, for example, prohibits a student from achieving to 
his or her full potential. This problem may be especially severe for 
Black women, who have to deal with the dual challenges of racism and 
sexism. 
These feelings of not being safe on campus were strongly linked 
with students' perceptions about their relationships with the police. 
Students were tense, anxious and emotional as they discussed this issue. 
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The participants' experiences with the campus police varied by 
gender. Male subjects reported more incidents of police harassment than 
did female subjects. This study found that the strained relationship 
between the campus police and Black students is an ongoing problem. 
The students feel that the police harass them instead of providing them 
with the kind of protection enjoyed by White students. It is ironic that 
students who feel the least unsafe on campus because of racism are not the 
recipients of extra police protection. Students who need protection the 
most feel they receive the least protection. 
Students also said they were fearful and distrustful of police. The 
following students talked about their experiences: 
Male. 19. Junior: They are one of our biggest 
problems. I don't know one Black person who hasn't 
had a run in. 
Male. 23. Senior: One afternoon I was pulled over by 
police officers along with my friend. The cops put on 
the blues and like five other cop cars came. Five cop 
cars came. This was like in the middle of the 
afternoon. They said that the license plate on the back 
of the car was on slightly crooked and they had to 
check it. First of all they would never have pulled him 
over had he not been Black. We had done nothing 
wrong. This affected my schedule for the day, I was 
not able to attend class. 
Female. 21. Junior: I just feel like all these White 
people walking around campus feel like they're being 
protected by the police and like when they see them if 
they need directions, "Hey excuse me. Yea, how are 
you? Can you tell me how to get?" Whereas if I did 
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that I'd feel like the megacool, "Hi, how are you? 
Nice day, huh." No, I'm not going to do that and I just 
feel like the only time I ever see the police is in a 
negative situation. 
Female. 21. Junior: What I have always noticed when 
we have security for one of our events is that the 
police stand right near us while we take the money. 
It’s as though we are going to steal money from our 
own organization. I don’t mind the police being there, 
that's fine, but we have to pay $100 for them to sit 
there and nothing usually happens. We don't have any 
alcohol at any of our functions. Other organizations 
have parties all the time and no one cares, and more 
negative things occur (at White events) that you don't 
know about. What happens there will be ten times 
worse than what we do, but because we're Black you 
know, we need that added security. 
Male. 23. Senior: There was an isolated incident on 
campus where the Black students had an event and a 
major fight broke out. And the police were doing 
nothing. I mean it was absolute chaos. Now this was 
shortly after the Rodney King incident and so it was 
really ironic because they later explained that they 
couldn't really get involved because of racial tensions. 
Overall, the participants expressed a lack of faith in and a feeling 
of not being protected by the police. It is alarming that participants cited 
instances in which confrontations with police embarrassed them in front 
of their peers, and in at least one instance, forced a male student to miss a 
class. It is clear that problems with police can directly affect minority 
students' social integration and academic achievement at a White 
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university. Further research that explores the effects of students' 
relations with police on their academic and social achievement is needed. 
Factors that Affect the Decision to Persist or Withdraw 
Students identified a range of factors as influencing their decision 
to stay at the University. Among these influences, peer support was 
extremely important. These findings support previous studies (Bean 
1983; Nieves 1971; Smith 1980) that identified feelings of alienation as a 
critical factor in Black students' decisions to persist or withdraw. Many 
students feel they are not a vital part of the University; they do not feel 
they belong. Gibbs (1974), in a study on coping patterns of Black 
students, suggests that students who experienced feelings of hopelessness, 
depression, and alienation avoided contact with conflict producing 
situations and were more likely to withdraw. 
Consistent with Abatso's (1982) research, this study identifies 
coping strategies as a significant retention factor for Black students at a 
predominantly White institution. Some of these coping strategies 
identified by focus group participants were: joining Black fraternities 
and sororities, finding older minority students and or faculty to act as 
mentors, and seeking out all the Black cultural events on campus. 
The following students commented on factors affecting their decision to 
stay or leave: 
Female 19. Sophomore: But I think what made it a 
good experience for me in general is that the Black 
people around me are mainly upperclassmen and very 
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into different organizations and very positive and very 
focused. They helped me to get focused and that was 
definitely good for me. 
Male. 22. Senior: Well, I hadn't really thought about 
leaving since I've been here. I guess it's cause of the 
support system I had developed with a few 
upperclassmen. So they kind of helped me as to how 
to deal with the different pressures be it racism, just 
academic pressures in general. I really haven't really 
seriously thought about it. You always have that goal 
of graduating and moving on, in life. So I wouldn't 
make any racism or any other pressures deter me from 
getting that degree, or degrees. 
Male. 19. Junior: I thought about leaving. And I am 
leaving for a year. I can't stand it. I need a break 
from this university. The pressures. There's so much 
pressure. The pressure's too much. All the little 
factors. Also the things that happen, the little 
incidents, the little racist incidents. The little subtle 
comments, the little things that the administration, that 
the White people do. The pressure just builds and 
builds and so I don't know. I want to leave and go to a 
Black school and just get out of here. 
Peer relationships were crucial in the decision to stay. Although 
every student at one time or another had thought about leaving, it should 
be noted that racial attacks on campus provided the strongest temptation 
to withdraw from the university. 
Female. 19. Sophomore: Yes. I thought about leaving 
because of those incidents. Right. I just thought it's 
something that's going to happen and I'm going to 
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prove these people wrong. They're not going to make 
me get me to the point of me forfeiting my education. 
Because this school has a great out-of-state reputation. 
I'm not from Massachusetts. And in Connecticut this 
school has an excellent reputation. I would not want 
racism to be the thing that kicks me out. If it would be 
something it would be like fighting Whitmore. 
Male. 23. Senior: I thought about leaving, primarily 
because of a racial incident that I was directly involved 
in. But (that decision) had more to do with the 
administration's handling of the incident. I would not 
let an incident where an individual was racist towards 
me influence me and make me want to leave. The only 
reason I have remained here is the same reason that I 
came here, which was a financial reason. UMass was 
by far and away the cheapest place I could go to 
because my mother's a state employee, so I had a 
tuition waiver. 
While racial incidents provoked the most thoughts about leaving the 
University, most students chose to persist. Among the students in the 
focus group, peer relationships with other Black students were crucial to 
their decision to stay. Students were emotional when they talked about 
this mentoring from other Black students. 
Black Students' Peer Relationships 
The students felt that the overall climate on the campus has a 
negative effect on the relationships between Black students. Given the 
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importance of peer relationships on students' decisions to stay, it is sad 
that students see the need for more unity in the Black community. 
Pounds (1987) cites another obstacle to Black peer friendships when she 
notes that the small number of Black students on a predominantly White 
campus can be a major'obstacle to students finding each other. 
Centra (1970) also identified peer group relationships as a factor in 
Black students' persistence. The students in this study recognize the 
importance of these friendships and express a desire to improve the 
relationships among their Black peers. They also reaffirm the findings of 
Pounds (1987) when they note the extreme difficulty of sustaining 
relationships with their Black peers. The following students commented: 
Male. 23, Senior: Because there are so few of us it 
adds an additional burden on us. For example, if a 
prominent Black speaker comes to campus, and I do 
not attend I maybe considered a sellout in the Black 
community. I may not have gone because I had a class 
that night, but it doesn't matter, this creates some 
division in the community. It's ironic to come here 
and see a Black person. And granted, some Black 
people you wave to them and say something and they'll 
walk right past you. But a lot of times people will 
wave right back to you. You know, obviously there's 
this stronger sense of brotherhood because you are 
isolate. So when someone gets assaulted it's my 
problem too because it could happen to me. 
Female. 19, Junior: Sometimes after a racial incident 
happens on campus the next day you would pass by a 
group of Black people and you might say hi and they'd 
. be like, "Oh, hi." Or you know, they may take it out 
on you. 
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Mentorine and Role Models 
Given the importance of peer relationships in their decision to stay, 
it is not surprising that students also cited their positive interactions with 
Black faculty as strong motivators to persist. These Black faculty role 
models held high expectations for the students' academic successes and 
encouraged them to excel. 
Past research identifies Black staff and faculty interaction as critical 
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elements in the Black students' persistence at a predominantly White 
university. This study supports the findings of Zwana (1988), Pounds 
(1987), Britts (1985), and Reed (1988), who assert that a strong presence 
of Black staff and faculty to serve as role models and provide support is 
essential for Black students' success at a predominantly White university. 
The following students noted: 
Male, 19. Junior: Having interactions with some Black 
faculty, administrators and professors has helped so 
much, more than they even know...,It's not often that 
we see positive role models in the Black community 
here. If they are Black people, you know, they are 
positive role models for us, you know, coming from 
cities, where around the comer there are drug dealers. 
And when you come here and they help us and make 
us feel as though we can accomplish things, we can do 
better. We can make a difference, we can make a 
change. 
Male, 22, Senior: When I have a conflict in my class I 
immediately feel more comfortable approaching the 
Black professor. And I think in general I mean, like 
overall my professors are cool, but in general, there's 
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just that extra comfort that I've had dealing with Black 
professors where I know I can speak kind of one on 
one and if I'm having a problem—just rap to them. 
The presence of and interactions with Black faculty and 
administrators were crucial for all participants. Students expressed a 
strong need for an increased number of Black faculty, staff, and students. 
It is alarming that recent statistics cite the percentage of Black faculty on 
the UMass/Amherst campus as 3.6 % (Office of Institutional Research and 
Planning 1991). 
Students' Expressions of Growth 
Despite the sometimes overwhelming obstacles, all participants felt 
that they had grown academically and emotionally at the University. 
While they felt that their experiences at the University were both positive 
and negative, they said that they have learned a lot from being on campus. 
Ironically, some students felt that confronting racism was a strengthening 
experience for them. 
Female, 19, Junior: The racial stuff strengthens me. 
If I could make it through all of it, I'd be much 
stronger in the long run and I'm going to have to 
contend with this kind of stuff all my life. It's going to 
be an ongoing thing as long as you're a Black person 
in this country, so why not deal with it now? It's only 
going to add character to me and make me stronger in 
the long run. 
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Female. 21. Junior: My experience at this university 
has made me even more proud of who I am. Because I 
realized all that's going on is not going to stop me. It's 
just opposite, it's up to me to surmount it. And if I let 
it stop me, then I will be another statistic. So I think it 
did help me learn a lot about myself, whether I was 
willing to stay in and fight it or just give up. So it's 
definitely a learning experience. 
Male. 19. Junior: I've learned the ways of the White 
folks, and I will deal with them much better when I get 
out there in the real world. Because Amherst is not 
really the real world. When I get out there I will 
interact better with others. I'll know their ways and 
how to deal with other races. 
Male. 23. Senior: How to be a Black person in a 
predominantly White society? I've met some good 
White folks. It's very ironic because I go through 
stages, week to week or almost day by day. Sometimes 
I'll just have a day where I've had to put up with a lot 
of racism and so forth and I felt like it made me racist. 
I didn't think of myself as racist before I came here. 
But I will have a really bad day, where a lot of White 
students or professors (harass me) and I will start 
having negative feelings toward them. And later on 
that day or the next day somebody White might be 
real, real cool with me and genuine and I feel like 
trash. I've had my stages; I'm not going to lie about it, 
but all in all I think I did a lot of learning and growing 
here, for better or worse. 
Female. 21. Junior: There were other things that I did 
leam from this place. To be proud and not let it 
(racism) stop me. Because if I let everything that 
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happens on this campus stop me, then I would be 
another statistic. So I just leam to let this stuff just 
make me stronger. And just keep going, it pulls us 
down sometimes, but you just can’t let it stop you. 
These findings confirm the work of Pounds (1987), who notes that 
developing a cultural and racial identity is cmcial to a Black student's 
self-identity. For most of the focus group participants, dealing with the 
harsh realities of racism on campus forced them to develop a strong and 
sustaining cultural and racial identity. This inner strength may have 
increased their determination to achieve a college education. It is 
imperative that future research explore the psychological and emotional 
dimensions of students who have chosen to withdraw. 
Students' Suggestions for Improving the Environment 
The students shared their perceptions and offered suggestions for 
improving their experiences at the University. They had developed clear 
ideas on what needed to be done to improve the racial climate for all 
minority students. In many ways, these students are the most qualified to 
suggest improvements. Ironically, though, most research has not 
incorporated student recommendations into their findings. Students made 
the following recommendations: 
Female. 21. Junior: We need more faculty of color, 
but we also need teachers who will work for our 
welfare in general. Because many times I have gone to 
a professor and they act as though they're doing me a 
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favor. And generally you may not want them to do 
you a favor, you may be going to them just out of the 
student/teacher relationship. So I just think that we 
need more people who care more about our welfare in 
general to be there for us when we need them. 
Male, 19, Junior: I think we need more Black faculty 
because there are some departments with no Black 
faculty. We need stronger, and more support systems 
for minority students, financially and in terms of 
academics. This includes tutoring, and more and 
extensive programs. We also need to bring in more 
minority students, and to have certain things in place 
to keep them here and graduate them. They get their 
degrees. I think probably the two most important 
things are the faculty and support systems for the 
students to get more out of the school. 
Female. 21, Junior: There needs to be some kind of 
training in place for professors and staff to educate 
them about different races, different backgrounds. 
This should also apply to students. Many White 
students on this campus come from schools where they 
really didn't see Black people, or they saw one or two, 
a couple of Black people a day. This limitation of 
interaction may cloud their perspective, and some may 
view people of color at the same level as them. And I 
think there should be some kind of training also for 
the students, I don't know, maybe freshman year. 
Some kind of a mandatory diversity class that would 
make everybody more aware—just make them aware 
of cultural differences. 
Male, 19, Junior: First and foremost I think that we 
need better retention programs. We do have retention 
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programs such as CCEBMS and BCP. We have the 
other programs, but those programs need to be unified 
and they need to be well funded. There needs to be an 
improvement in the amount of scholarships available 
to students. There need to be better tutoring programs 
like they have at CCEBMS and BCP and for all 
students of color on the campus. And one last thing is 
I think they should have an ALANA course that's part 
of the typical requirements. Just like they make 
English 112 a requirement, for all students, they 
should make Education for Cultural Diversity a core 
requirement for all the students who come to this 
University. I think that would greatly improve the 
racial climate at the school. 
Female. 18. Freshman: I think the only way that we 
could improve faculty-staff relations is for there to be 
a conscious change on the part of the faculty and staff. 
I think that it's hard to-even if they were to take a 
diversity course - it's hard to change somebody's way 
of thinking when they've thought that way for 30 or 
40 years, all their lives, you know. And you're going 
to sit them in a class for a semester and expect them to 
come out diversified, it's just not going to happen. I 
don't see it happening too often. 
Male. 23. Senior: I think there need to be 
departmental changes, or policy changes. What I'm 
concerned about is the accountability and what to 
expect from everyone in that particular department. 
I'm not so much worried about the racism or meanness 
of any particular one professor, because he can hate 
me as much as he wants on a personal level, but what 
my concern is what's being taught in the class. If my 
professor is racist, and I'm still learning something 
74 
and everyone in that class is learning something about 
different perspectives then fine, his personal views, or 
her personal views is their own business. But I'm just 
worried about the transference into the education. 
And I think that stuff has to be written down in policy. 
It has to be. 
Male. 19, Junior: In my department I did not met one 
Black faculty when I was there. So I transferred to 
another department and still have not met one Black 
faculty in that department. I feel if a department is all 
White they may not be in touch with the needs of 
Black students. And that needs to be changed. With 
the faculty, the departments, administration. 
Students have insights into what needs to be done. It was important 
for the purposes of this research to tap into students' considerable 
knowledge of and experiences with racism, isolation and discrimination 
on campus. Chapter 5 expands on these student ideas and 
recommendations. It is up to administrators to take the researcher's 
recommendations in good faith and to begin work towards making a safe 
and secure campus for all students a reality and not a dream. 
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CHAPTER 5 
CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
Conclusions 
This study evolved from a need to understand factors that affect 
persistence and withdrawal behaviors of Black students at a 
predominantly White university or college. The information and findings 
presented in this study reflect Black students' experiences and perceptions 
of their college environment. It also explains some of the ways these 
experiences may affect the retention rates of Black students at 
predominantly White universities. This study also reveals how Black 
students view the specific campus climate at the University of 
Massachusetts at Amherst. 
The findings support the conclusions of previous quantitative 
research, and also provide additional insights into Black students’ 
retention at a predominantly White institution. These findings enhance 
our understanding of those factors identified in the literature as having a 
substantial effect on Black students' retention at predominantly White 
colleges or universities. The information provided in this study can be 
used as a vehicle for addressing these concerns, and can provide 
administrators with a better understanding of Black students' experiences 
and perceptions at a predominantly White school. The data also can help 
college and university administrators to learn more about how students 
perceive the campus climate in order to develop plans for increasing 
retention at predominantly White universities. Finally, the study provides 
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recommendations for further research on Black students, while helping 
the University of Massachusetts to address its own unique racial 
challenges. 
The findings were consistent with other research studies that 
identified feelings of alienation, racial hostilities, social integration, and 
lack of positive faculty interaction as factors affecting Black students' 
decisions to withdraw or persist. The following conclusions were drawn. 
Students found that racism or the reoccurrence of racial attacks on 
campus most often interfered with their academic performance and the 
quality of their college experience. Racism has negatively affected their 
adjustment and feelings of integration into their college environment. 
These feelings are exacerbated whenever a racial assault occurs on the 
campus. Other researchers (Abraham, 1990; Allen 1981; Malaney & 
Shively 1992; Webster, Sedlacek & Miyares, 1979) have confirmed that 
racism fosters an unwelcoming environment for Black students at 
predominantly White universities, thus adversely affecting Black students' 
withdrawal and persistence behaviors. The degree of racial 
discrimination experienced by students is a significant predictor of their 
withdrawal and persistence behaviors. The more discrimination 
experienced by a student, the more likely she or he will be tempted to 
leave. 
Many students asserted that they often have difficulty developing 
positive relationships with White faculty and staff. They were often 
reluctant to approach them, and continually felt they were being 
stereotyped by Whites. This stereotyping was reflected in poor 
communication and lowered expectations of them by Whites. 
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On the other hand, their experiences with most Black faculty were 
extremely positive. They felt that Black faculty were more approachable 
and had a better understanding of their needs. The students were also 
overwhelmingly concerned with the lack of visibility of Black faculty and 
staff at the University. The presence of Black figures as role models 
helped them to combat feelings of loneliness and isolation. These students 
expressed a desire to have greater support; they wanted someone 
interested in their needs, someone to guide them and give them sound 
advice. 
The students described Black faculty and staff as being strong role 
models, who provided them with motivation, as well as outlets for coping 
with feelings of isolation. Odell and Mock (1989) confirm that the lack 
of Black faculty role models forces students to create their own support 
communities. 
Students expressed surprise at the inhospitable and often hostile 
attitudes they faced as Black students attending a predominantly White 
university. They indicated not feeling genuinely welcome, accepted, and 
appreciated by staff, faculty, and other students. 
Students also expressed grave concerns about their relationship 
with University police officers. They often felt harassed and not 
protected by the officers. They were also fearful and distrustful of them. 
The yearly reoccurrence of racial incidents contributes to feelings 
of not being safe. It is frightening to acknowledge that over the past 
several years, attacks on Black students on predominantly White campuses 
have increased. The negative racial incidents that these students have 
endured resulted in a great deal of transitional problems that they were 
unprepared for. Nonetheless, they stated that they had learned a great 
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deal from their experiences, and as a result, felt better equipped to face 
similar challenges in society in the future. 
The study recognizes that in order for predominantly White 
institutions to improve the retention rates of its Black students, these 
universities must recognize and identify the problems Black students 
encounter on campuses on a daily basis. For example, it is apparent that 
racism exists on campus; many University administrators, however, are 
unwilling to accept this fact. It should be stressed that it is the 
University's responsibility to support diversity and guarantee a supportive 
learning environment for its nonwhite students. This study indicates that 
while Black students have gained access to previously denied educational 
opportunities, utilizing them requires a continuous struggle. 
Recommendations 
Chambers' (1991) recommendations, and those included in the 
1986 Chancellor's Commission on Civility in Human Relations report, 
states that improving the University climate is essential for improving 
Black students' experiences. Institutions of higher learning must not only 
aggressively recruit Black students, but must also strengthen their efforts 
to increase Black retention and graduation rates. They should begin by 
working with secondary schools to prepare White and Black students for 
higher education. The University must also work to create a campus 
environment that values racial and cultural diversity and in which Black 
students will feel welcome and supported. Finally, Black faculty and staff 
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must be recruited to serve as mentors, counselors, and advisors for these 
Black students. 
All levels of higher education must demonstrate an unwavering 
commitment to aiding Black students in pursuing their degrees. Trained 
counselors should be available to support Black students. The majority of 
these counselors should be Black. Black faculty and administrators are 
also needed to serve as role models and resources to assist with problems. 
Finally, White faculty and administrators need to be sensitized to the 
racism and hostility faced by Black students and faculty. They must 
provide leadership and support for the acquisition of Black faculty, as 
well as support for the positive development of Black culture on campus. 
This study noted other researchers' recommendations to improve 
the retention rates for Black students on predominantly White campuses. 
While this study recognizes that past recommendations are critical to the 
success of Black students' retention, it emphasizes the need for a strong 
commitment to the following: 
1. Faculty and staff training. 
Most faculty were trained in predominantly White institutions and 
need to be taught how to deal with a racially diverse student body. 
Greater support and role models for Black students are needed, 
with proper training and education provided to all professors so 
that both White and Black faculty can serve as role models for 
students. 
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2. More retention programs. 
These programs need to be linked so that a critical mass of students 
is brought into an environment that is welcoming and supportive. 
The University must implement services and programs that are 
sensitive to the unique academic, social, and personal adjustment 
needs of its Black students. By addressing these needs and 
demonstrating a firm commitment to the full academic 
development of Black students, the University will help to 
counteract Blacks' feelings of alienation, thus increasing the 
likelihood of Black student retention. 
3. Cultural diversity training and courses for staff and students. 
The University must put into place a system for educating the 
entire campus community about racial incidents and harassment. 
This system should include programs for responding to and 
supporting students who are victims of racial assaults and/or 
discrimination on campus. These programs must include a clear 
statement of behavioral expectations for the entire University 
community and an effective monitoring of student guests who enter 
the University community. This monitoring is essential, because 
most of the racial attacks on campus have been instigated by 
students not attending the University. The third component should 
be an increase in the diversity of the student body, faculty and 
administrators. Community and awareness training should be 
required for all University employees and all incoming students. It 
is important to reach incoming students because each student enters 
the University with his or her own set of racial norms. 
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4. Programs to enhance relations between the University police and 
students. Students did not have much faith in the ability of campus 
police to protect them; in addition, they also felt harassed and 
racially stereotyped by them. Diversity training should be given to 
all officers. This training should include strategies for working 
within a university setting and with a diverse student population. 
To improve the retention rates of Black students at a predominantly 
White university, there must be a serious effort and commitment to 
improve the institutional climate for all students. Diversity should be 
brought to all areas of the campus, including faculty and staff. There 
needs to be a structure in place that articulates the norms for acceptable 
behavior at the institution. It should clearly state what behavior will and 
will not be tolerated from students, faculty and staff. 
Recommendations for Further Research 
The findings indicate that further qualitative investigation into the 
following is needed: 
1. Factors that affect Black students' withdrawal from a 
predominantly White university. This should include the 
perceptions of students who have left the university. 
2. The quality of Black students' interaction with campus police on a 
predominantly White campus. 
3. The effects of faculty interaction on Black students' retention at a 
predominantly White campus. 
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4. Factors in the environment that affect the quality of Black students' 
peer relationships. 
5. Factors that affect the relationships between Black and White 
students on a predominantly White campus. How do these 
relationships affect Black students psychologically and how might 
they affect Black students' decisions to stay or withdrawal. Further 
investigation should be conducted to determine the effects of the 
above factors on the quality of life provided to Black students on 
predominantly White campuses, and their effects on the retention 





PARTICIPANT CONSENT FORM 
My name is Blossom Burton. I am a doctoral student at the 
University of Massachusetts at Amherst. I am in the process of 
conducting a research study for my dissertation. The purpose of this 
research study is to explore issues related to the low retention rates of 
Black students at predominantly White institutions. It will examine Black 
undergraduate students' perceptions of their environment in relationship 
to its ability to support and nurture their academic growth. More 
specifically it will determine factors in the environment that influence 
and affect persistence/withdrawal behaviors. 
Thank you for agreeing to participate in this focus group 
interview. Information from the focus group interview will be used to 
identify the experiences and perceptions of Black students at a 
predominantly White University. The information provided by the 
interview will enhance our understanding of Black students' experiences 
and perceptions at predominantly White colleges or universities. 
The interview will be audio and videotaped. Only members of my 
committee and I will have access to the tapes. The tapes will be 
transcribed, but your name will not appear on any transcript or in the 
dissertation itself. 
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Excerpts of this interview will be part of my dissertation, 
published articles, or professional presentations. I will obtain your 
permission before using the information in any other way. 
Your participation in this research study is voluntary. You can 
withdraw your consent and discontinue participation within thirty day 
after being interviewed. 
I have read the above information and agree to participate as an 









2. Ethnic Information: 
1. American Indian/Alaskan 
2. Black, Non-Hispanic 
3. Cape Verdean 
3. Present Age: 
1. 18 6. 22 
2. 19 7. 23 
3. 20 5. 24 
4. 21 5. 25 
4. University of Massachusetts Student: 
1. Yes 
2. No 
5. What is your present standing? 
1. Freshman 4. Senior 
5. White, Non-Hispanic 
6. Foreign, Non-Resident 




5. Fifth-year bachelor 
6. other 
6. Student Status: 
1. Full-time student (12 or more credits) 




1. Describe your experience as a Black student on a predominantly 
White campus. 
2. What effects has the campus environment had on your academic 
performance? 
3. Describe the social and academic climate at UMass. 
4. Do you take part in the social activities on campus? 
5. How have University faculty impacted your academic experience at 
UMass? 
6. What personal interactions on campus have had a significant effect 
on you, either positively or negatively? 
7. Have you ever considered leaving the University? What factors 




Please take a few minutes to answer the following questions. All 
responses will be recorded anonymously and the contents will remain 
entirely confidential. 
Please circle 1-6, the rating that best describes your experience and 
perceptions at the University of Massachusetts. 
<u <D 
1. I feel that I am learning and growing on this campus. 1 2 3 4 5 6 
2. My experience at UMass has been positive. 2 3 4 5 6 
3. My experience at UMass has been negative. 2 3 4 5 6 
4. I feel valued as a person at this University. 2 3 4 5 6 
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APPENDIX E 
OTHER FOCUS GROUP QUOTES 
Because it was impossible to include all quotes in the main body of 
the paper, the following comments have been included in Appendix E. 
These rich and varied comments can provide further insights into the 
challenges facing Black students on a predominantly White campus. They 
can also serve as a source of inspiration for future researchers. For 
convenience, the quotes have been grouped according to topic. 
Expectations 
Male, 22, Senior: When I first came to UMass it was 
a big culture shock for me because I grew up in a 
country that was predominantly Black. So when I first 
got here I was still learning what it was to be 
Americanized, but I was still very shy. So when I got 
here I was trying to feel out (the scene). I still hung 
with the Black community mostly, but within the Black 
community I found it hard to find really genuine 
friends. So I had very few friends in the Black 
community, but in terms of feeling welcome (by other 
Black students), my experience has been favorable. 
For example I really don't feel any genuine friendship 
or warmth from the White students on the floor. It's 
just like, "Hi," a big smile, it's very superficial. 
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Female, 22, Senior: I came from a country where the 
people are predominantly Black, people look like me. 
So coming here, becausel had already been through the 
high school system here that was predominantly White, 
it wasn't too much of a shock. I had already made up 
my mind this is how it's going to be for as long as I'm 
here, in the United States. I'm going to be a minority 
in whatever school I go to unless I go to an all-Black 
school. My experiences here, I wouldn't say they were 
particularly bad. 
Female, 18, Freshman: I came from a predominantly 
White high school. There were some Blacks there, but 
it was predominantly White. So coming to UMass 
wasn't a culture shock to me, it was like the same old 
thing. I never had a problem with getting along with 
people and so far my image of UMass has been pretty 
good. I really haven't had any problems with my 
professors. 
Mixed Emotions. Reactions and Perceptions 
about White faculty and Students. 
Male, 23, Senior: The sense I get here at UMass is that 
a lot of White students feel threatened by Black 
students. There are a small number of Black people 
on campus, but I guess maybe to a lot of the White 
students it seems like a big number. But the sense I 
got is that a lot of them feel threatened and that's why 
there's more hostility than I thought there was going to 
be on campus. And so overall the negative is a lot 
more negative than I thought it would be. 
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Female, 19. Junior: There are days at a time you go 
through when you're like, "I'm mad at White people 
day." Because every White person that day either 
pissed you off, looked at you funny, or said something 
stupid that you knew was supposed to be some kind of 
racist thing. But God forbid you call them racist 
because they'd say,"Oh, I'm not racist, that's just, you 
know, whatever." 
Peers as Role Models 
Female. 19, Sophomore: I came here and met friends 
who are upperclassmen. A lot of them are involved 
with the cultural center and we would go there and 
study. Also I would go to the reading room and study. 
So this campus has been conducive (to studying) and 
that's part of the reason I choose to stay here as 
opposed to going to a school where there’s a lot more 
excitement, but where you have to worry about 
violence. But here it's kind of peaceful for those 
concerned. It's more conducive to studying. But I 
think that has a lot to do with where I live. 
Perceptions of Administrators and Climate 
Female, 19, Junior: I found a lot of my professors 
and advisors to be pretty cold, but besides that it's 
beginning to be positive. 
Male, 19, Junior: I've encountered a lot of negative 
and some positive experiences. And all of the positive 
things that have happened to me I had to fight for 
themto happen. ALANA students are not necessarily 
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welcome here, they're not welcome here from my 
experiences. 
Faculty Interactions 
Female. 21. Junior: Me, I've had good and bad 
experiences. I never really have any problems with 
professors until last semester. He was racist, and he 
was obvious about it. So I had a few people go to the 
class with me and they agreed with me. 
Then I started talking to a few people, counselors and 
so forth, and they're talking about it now that I'm done 
with the class. I went through all these avenues, I went 
to all these people and everyone sent me to this office, 
they sent me to that office, so I was basically at the 
point, where I (realized) obviously they're not going 
to do anything about it. 
Female. 21. Senior: One thing that bothers me is that 
the White faculty on this campus need to stop thinking 
of every Black student who comes up to them as a 
special case. They just assume that they are going to 
have more problems with us in class. I mean of course 
it's sometimes easy to think that. Sometimes it's hard 
for a Black student to fit into a class when they're the 
only Black person and all that. But don't automatically 
assume that I'm going to be worse than the rest of the 
class because of my skin color. This happened in my 
freshman year and in my junior writing class. 
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Residence Hall Experiences 
Female, 19. Sophomore: I lived in a predominantly 
White, honors dorm. On my corridor are a lot of 
honors people, minority engineers, programmed to be 
there. So the people there are pretty serious even 
though they're freshmen. The White students are 
mainly honors students and the Black students are 
pretty serious for the most part. It's an environment 
where you can't fit in. 
Male, 23, Senior: I felt that the environment was not 
conducive to studying or academics, at least for me. I 
started school in February and basically the people on 
my floor were kind of intent on partying and certainly 
didn't want to hear anything from me, cause I was I 
was Black and a freshman and all that. So it was kind 
of like a battle that I just had to give up on. Studying 
in the dorms for the most part was kind of difficult for 
me. 
Female, 21, Junior: I'm the only Black person on the 
floor, so they might come and ask me questions 
because I'm a junior or something, you know. But 
basically I can stay if I wanted you know it's up to me, 
but that has not affected my studying. 
Male, 19, Junior: I didn't see too many Black people 
in my dorm. I know I was the only Black person on 
my floor in the dorm and it was pretty annoying, I was 
not welcome, I was never welcomed, I was not liked. 
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Effects of Racism 
Female, 22, Senior: I really was affected by the 
(racist) incidents. It really took a toll on me.--I did 
well last semester-but it took a toll on me 
emotionally. A lot of my friends, a majority of my 
friends are also biracial. And there were just times 
when I'd call up my father who is a White person and 
say, "Dad I really can’t stand your people sometimes 
because they're so ignorant." And he'd just be like 
"Yea, I know, we really are. But some of us aren't 
and you can't generalize things." But even though my 
father is a White man, there are days when White 
people sicken me to the point that I don't want to have 
anything to do with them. 
Female, 21, Senior: With Black students so much time 
is taken up going to meetings, going to rallies, and 
that's the time they should be studying. You don't 
study because of (feeling the need to be political). And, 
that definitely affects everything. We have an 
obligation to go to all these meetings because for some 
reason or the other you are also involved, the same 
thing is going to happen to you. You're scared and you 
want to see people do something about it. 
Male, 22, Senior: Well I guess a lot of the stuff that 
has happened over the years since I've been here did 
impact my academics somewhat. I live kind of a 
structured life where I have to go to practice and after 
practice I have to study and on top of that I have to 
deal with what's going on. I'm on a committee in 
terms of how they're getting beaten up, the rioting 
situation, they're having all these different meetings 
and stuff like that. I think just the whole problem of 
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the dynamics on campus is an added stress for Black 
students on campus. 
Male. 23. Senior: As a Black student, other things 
affected my studying, particularly the racism problems 
on this campus. Like last semester, after a (racist) 
incident occurred, my father called me because he 
knows I tend to get kind of emotional.. And he said, 
"Look, don't let that take you out man. You're here to 
study, keep you're eyes on the prize." All that stuff. 
But I couldn't do it because what happened to this 
person, I went through an experience that was similar. 
So if I knew there was a rally going on I would try to 
go, even if I was studying. I had a tendency to get 
involved to a degree that affected my work and it was 
the environment that caused that. One of the 
advantages is it taught me to organize my time better, 
but that took a while. 
Social Adjustment and Integration 
Female. 22. Senior: When I came up here as a 
freshman, and even every year when I come back up 
here, I would go out looking for Black people. The 
first couple days of school I'd go around campus, just 
walking around to see who I could see who was Black 
and just be like "Hi, you know. How are you? What 
are you doing? Is anything going on tonight?" White 
people walk around and they see each other all the 
time. But they may not be friends, but they see 
familiar faces everywhere. Or any White person 
could know that anywhere on frat row they could walk 
in and have a great time that night if they enjoy that 
type of partying. Whereas, we are only allowed to 
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have parties at the X on the south side room. So I 
mean that’s the way I feel like we have to really work 
socially, you know, and academically and emotionally 
with all the stuff we go through. Aside from that, 
we're all such strong people; with all the trials and 
tribulations we've gone through here at UMass to still 
be able to be students is such a feat, I feel, it's a 
wonderful thing we're all still here. 
Experiences with Faculty. Advisors and 
Administrators 
Male, 22, Senior: There's no question that racism is 
an added stress. I mean, it’s like you can't go out 
every day, or even when you go to Whitmore, or any 
administrative building on this campus.a lot of times 
you can feel that you are not wanted in there. You 
experience not being helped, ignorance. Sometimes 
the person might be having a bad day but.after being 
there a couple of times, you wonder about that. Not to 
mention ignorant professors, or question if the 
professor genuinely wants to help you if you have a 
problem with the class. 
Female, 22, Senior: My freshman year I got here and 
it was dismal. It was like, I had 12 credits that I had to 
do and that gave me way too much free time. So I got 
in all the trouble that I could possibly get in. It was 
my first semester away from home and my parents 
were really strict. So I was out all the time and I only 
had four classes so that meant hours upon hours every 
day that I didn't have to do anything. So I'd be out, 
out, out. And I ended up almost failing out of school 
my freshman year and thank God I had help to get 
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back in my sophomore year. But I am one of those 
people who learn from experience and not by example, 
so I just learned it by myself that yes, you can flunk 
out of school. So since then I've done really well in 
school, 
Female. 21, Junior: (As a Black student) you have to 
do a lot for yourself. You don't get a lot of help from 
advisors. If I wanted to take 18 credits, I took 18 
credits. I decided for myself because the counselor I 
went to was a waste of time. 
Female, 18, Freshman: I was also told by my advisor 
to take a certain amount of credits; it was implied that 
I could not handle the work, that I should only take 
twelve credits a semester 
Female, 21, Junior: Some of the professors they just 
don't care. They just don't care what your problem is 
and they assume that just because you're Black you try 
and do it the easy way. I remember a situation when I 
asked for an extension for the very first time in my 
life since I've been in school and the professor said, 
"Well, that's your problem." Just that simple, she said, 
"That's your problem." And she wasn't just rude to 
me. She was rude to other people. I guess she maybe 
tries to pretend like she's rude to both White and Black 
students, but there is a subtle difference, the rudeness 
(toward Black students) is a little bit different. 
Male, 19, Junior: I was unfortunate to have a White 
professor teaching an Afro Am class. She does not 
like me for some reason or another. Last semester I 
did a paper in middle of the semester and I got an F on 
the paper. Now when you do a paper, unless you're 
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not doing your work, you don't get an F. Something 
that never happens. So I had to rewrite the paper a 
second time. So I handed it in again, I had to write the 
paper a third time. I just handed it in last week I have 
an incomplete and I need to get a grade to bring up my 
GPA because of that professor my GPA is down to a 
2.8. And she wants me to write the paper a fourth 
time. I go over it with her and she tells me what to do 
and I do it and she finds something else wrong with the 
paper. So I was sitting there thinking when is this 
paper, when am I going to get a grade? After I 
rewrite it 10 times? And I question, I question why 
(this happened). At first she disagreed with my opinion 
on the paper because I was very pro Black on the 
paper and she disagreed with my stance. She wants me 
to change and I refuse to change my opinion. She 
made comments on the paper and I would revise it, but 
I refuse to change my opinion on the paper. And I 
feel that this is why that she was not giving me a grade 
on the paper. That's why she is making me take the 
time away from my other work to do this paper. 
Male. 23. Senior: My experiences with professors have 
been negative, neutral and positive. Minor little stuff 
that's happened like I had an English class, a creative 
writing class, in which you had to make up a story 
about gang members and the professor asked me if my 
paper was based on some personal experience. How 
did I explain the terminology, how the gang is acting 
and so on and so forth. It was creative writing, it was 
fiction and you know, there were people who wrote 
stories about ax murderers and so on and so forth, and 
not once did the professor say, oh, you know, clearly 
this had to be your experience. I told him it was my 
imagination and I told a story. (Otherwise) it hasn't 
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been too bad for me with my experiences, I've been 
fortunate to have a handful of Black professors. 
Female. 21. Junior: I've had good and bad 
experiences. I had a professor in my freshman year, 
in a psychology class. And I was doing real well in all 
my courses. All my friends were doing well in the 
class except me. I don't know if I wasn't concentrating 
or what. So I went to the professor, but he was really 
nice about it you know. He helped me out and I came 
out of the class with a good grade. He didn't try to 
help me get a C or something like that. He was pretty 
nice. That was a good experience. 
Male, 22, Senior: So far I’ve had good and bad 
professors. There are only a few Black students in my 
department, and I am often the only Black person in 
my class. When an issue comes up in class that deals 
with diversity issues or discrimination, they always 
look at me and a lot of times I feel like I'm sitting in 
the class and I have to answer for all Black students on 
the campus. You feel like, oh, God, he's looking at me 
and I'm going to have to give an answer that 
represents the entire Black community. Because I 
might feel this way and here he goes looking at me 
again. You know, what do you think_, and I 
want to hear what_thinks. The professors, 
especially within my major, when it has to do with 
racism or anything, they say what they want about 
Black students and they look me in the eye. They all 
want you to give the answer for the Black community. 
This is an added pressure on me. 
Female. 22. Senior: One of the things that I have 
experienced is grade changes. Three semesters ago I 
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took a reading poetry class and I spoke with the TA all 
the time, and he was like, you're going to get an A in 
this class, you'll definitely get an A. "Your input is 
really important and your papers are good." And I 
got an AB. And at first I thought I was going to get an 
A but now it's only an AB and I should be happy with 
an AB, but then I thought, no. I deserve an A. I’m 
going to go talk to him. And when I asked the 
professor why didn't I get an A he said he gave you a 
B plus, plus. And I was like, that's an impossible 
grade. There is no more than one plus, you know. 
I've never heard of that before. What is a B plus, 
plus? And he was like, because I had gotten an A, I 
went into the exam with an A and then I got a B plus, 
plus on the final exam. So I was like is that an A, A, 
B? I said, "I don't understand, can I have an A?" And 
he was like, "Well I can't change it, but I'm sorry." 
He won't change it, but you really did get an A. But 
what you don't understand is me hearing that isn't as 
good as on my cum. So that didn't get changed, but, I 
had a similar experience with a Black professor, and 
the outcome was totally different , I took a course 
with this professor and I got a B and I had known that 
on my first paper I got an AB. And I called him. I 
called the professor because there wasn’t a TA, he's 
also an Afro Am professor here and he gave us his 
phone number. So I called him at home and he was 
like, "Well I'm sure I didn't make a mistake." And I 
was like "Look, please can you double check." And he 
called me back three minutes later and was like, "What 
did you get on your first paper?" I said "An AB." He 
said you got an AB on your final paper, my mistake. 
I'm really sorry, I overlooked it. I'm putting the grade 
change in tomorrow." 
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Black Faculty Interaction 
Male, 23, Senior: But I do know that I immediately 
felt more comfortable approaching the black 
professor. And I think in general my professors are 
cool, but there’s just that extra comfort that I've had 
dealing with black professors where I know' I can 
speak kind of one on one if I’m having a problem-just 
rap to them. 
Classroom Stereotyping 
Female, 22, Senior: In one of my classes we all had to 
do different introductions, and I said, "Well w'hat the 
_ am I going to do my topic on. I’m trying to 
think.” And one of the kids in the class said in front of 
everyone, "Just do it on race. That’s easy. You know 
everything about that.” And said, ”I’m not even going 
to say anything to you because I want to have a good 
day, so just stop”. And the professor said afterwards 
"Are you okay?” I said, "I really don’t feel like 
talking about it.” And I left the class afterwards. 
These are the little people who are just put there to 
ruin your day, to say something foolish at the 
beginning of your day. 
Social Activities 
Male, 22. Senior: There are a lot of cliques at UMass. 
So if you’re not a part of this fraternity or that 
sorority or you're not in the in- crowd or you don't 
play basketball or football, no one will accept you. 
There are folks in the community who just thrive on 
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wanting to be popular or wanting to be known, you 
know. 
Female. 23. Senior: I just feel like for the Black 
0 
community, I do a lot socially in the community. I'm 
in a sorority, so we’ll have functions, or else I'll go to 
other Greek functions, other Black/Greek functions 
and we all have a relationship there. I know a lot of 
the other RSOs, I just know a lot of other people, and 
I'm a senior now. Socially I feel that like I really have 
to look for something to do. I can't always assume the 
X is open. 
Police Interaction and Issues of Safety 
Male. 19. Junior: I think the police at UMASS are one 
of our biggest problems. I don't know one Black 
person who hasn't had a run in with them.. One night 
I was coming from the place where I was working, the 
Student Union. I was returning back home with my 
equipment along with three other Black men in the 
car. We got pulled over. I said why?" I gave them 
the license and registration but he held us there for 45 
minutes, it was 2:00 in the morning. We were 
supposed to be going home and going to sleep-2 in the 
morning. 45 minutes. He comes back, and he calls 
another cop, 2 cruisers arrive, and they're sitting there 
jumping around laughing and talking. Like while 
we're sitting in the car they have our license and 
registration. And they're just standing there talking 
and laughing. And then when they come back they 
said, "Oh your license plate isn't being held. It doesn't 
have a screw in it." It's a wire. I'm said, "How do 
you see? How can you see that little wire holding up a 
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license plate from that far back? Is that why you 
pulled me over and held me for 45 minutes? 
Female. 22, Female: I hate the police here. I really 
despise them beyond belief. All of my friends, even 
black women, have been like pulled over with the five 
cars with the five cruisers. 
Female. 22, Senior: I was so upset because during the 
racial incidents on campus, people traded us like we 
were a threat to them, even though we were the ones 
who were being attacked on campus. I felt like the 
campus security force was there for the White 
students. I felt that there were no protection for us. 
During this time you know during these incidents all 
the stereotypes come out. They just turn the whole 
thing around and made it seem like we're the ones 
who beat up people when in fact we're the ones getting 
beating up. 
Thoughts about Leaving the University 
Female, 18, Freshman: I've only been here a short 
time so I haven't really (thought about leaving). It's 
like everything's new to me. I mean once I get into it. 
I want to study abroad, not because I want to leave 
here, just because it's a chance to see the country and 
my family lives here. . 
Female, 19, Sophomore: Yea. I've definitely thought 
about it because of financial reasons primarily. Also, 
if I don't get into the school of_then there's 
really no reason for me to stay here and pursue 
another degree. A couple of weeks ago financial aid 
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was just really on my nerves and I was just ready to 
pack up. You get to the point where you want to pack 
up and leave it all because you can't deal with it, but 
things worked out. 
Female. 21. Junior: Yea I thought about leaving, 
especially in the beginning I remember that first year. 
All my friends, everybody, everybody I used to hang 
around with, everybody wanted to leave. Everyone 
was like, "I'm not staying. Next year I'm 
transferring." Some people did leave and most of us 
did stay. I guess the reason I stayed I guess is because 
I got into my school work, got to do other things. I 
also didn't want to have to start somewhere else. I 
mean it's all part of being black in America. 
Racial Incidents and Their Effect on the 
Decision to Stay 
Male. 22. Senior: Well, I hadn't really thought about 
leaving since I’ve been here. I guess it's because of the 
support system I have. I have my brother and a couple 
of cousins who have passed through UMass. So they 
kind of helped me to deal with the different pressures - 
be it racism, or just academic pressures in general. I 
really haven't seriously thought about leaving. You 
always have that goal of graduating and moving on in 
life. So I wouldn't let any racism or any other 
pressures deter from getting that degree, or degrees. 
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Suggestions for Improving the Climate 
Male, 23, Senior: I think that the best way to improve 
things for Black students here is, this is going to sound 
sort of corny, but if every person and department 
were sincere and they looked within themselves. I 
think in general what happens is you’ll have faculty 
members who do not have the sincere desire to 
improve the school. I think the best way to do it is if 
people would admit we have a problem or we have a 
potential problem, and then try to figure out a way to 
deal with it. For example, let's figure out how to 
improve the situation for black engineers. And the 
same is true for admissions and the same is true for 
financial aid and what have you. 
Female. 19. Junior: I agree that we need more faculty 
of color, but we also need teachers who will work for 
our welfare in general. Because many times, you go 
to them and they act as though they're doing you a 
favor. And generally you may not want them to do 
you a favor, you may be going to them just out of 
student/teacher relationship. So I just think that we 
need more people who care more about our welfare in 
general to be there for us when we need them. 
Female. 18. Freshman: Coming from out of state, this 
school costs a lot of money. And I think they need a 
lot more financial scholarships and loans and 
everything because the only reason that I come to this 
school is for financial reasons. And to begin with 
recruiting, I think if you have more of a black 
population, they will also take us much more seriously 
because there would be more than us than we have 
now. 
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Female, 19. Sophomore: I think there needs to be 
more financial support and also academic and financial 
support. I don’t think the financial support is strong 
enough because every semester there are kids who 
can't come back because of the fact that they can't 
afford it. I think that can be really draining. Even 
from my own experience two weeks ago, I was ready 
to just give it ail up because if you have exams coming 
up and then you're thinking Oh gosh I'm not going to 
be able to stay here or come back here next year. It's 
very draining. 
Male, 23, Senior: I think things have to be 
departmentally changed. Because you can have one 
faculty member who is nice and great and who will 
teach you. Or you can have someone who is mean. 
But what I'm concerned about is the accountability and 
what to expect from everyone in that particular 
department. So that if the nice person leaves I will 
still get this as a core education. You know, I'll still 
leam about ABC. And if the mean person leaves I'll 
still leam about AB and C. 
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APPENDIX F 
UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS STUDENTS’ RETENTION 
RATES 
ETHNIC OUTCOME 
Freauencv Graduate Dismiss DroD-out 
Black 35.000 25.000 35.937 
Asian 59.302 10.465 24.419 
Hispanic 44.545 16.364 32.727 
White 64.256 91417 23.633 
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